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we deserve much better than we've had 
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Summary 


"What were you really doing?" Will asks him quietly. "This is mad, even for you." 

"Not sure," Jack mutters, trying to recall some sense of purpose before things went slightly 
pear-shaped. "My damn compass doesn't work." 

"Ah," says Will, as if this makes perfect sense to him. "So Captain Jack doesn't know what 
he wants." 

"T just want some peace and quiet," Jack retorts petulantly, opening one eye to glare half- 
heartedly at Will's smirking face. 

"Well, you've come to the right place." 


After Hector Barbossa makes off with the Pearl yet again, Jack takes some time to 
reevaluate the true meaning of freedom. 


Notes 


Set shortly after At World's End. Refers loosly to events portrayed in later films. 


See the end of the work for more notes 


William 


The water laps at the hull of the dinghy, soothing as a lullaby, and Jack squints hazily up at the sun 
through the battered sail—utterly content. The rum ran out days ago, and the water too, yet the 
movement of the sea keeps him safe in its cradle, and the breeze is cool against his blistering skin. 
For once, he's grateful for the silence and the solitude, knowing it's a brief respite from the usual 
mayhem, and he intends to savour it for as long as he can, despite the impending threat of an all too 
soon demise. 


Something will turn up, he's sure. It always does. 


The sun seems to be setting again, slowly sinking above his wooden horizon, and Jack wonders 
idly if he'll see it pop back up later. Beneath him, the waters start to tremble, the gentle rocking 
becoming more of an insistent shake that would upset his stomach if there were anything in it. He 
tries to sit up, arm waving to prop himself shakily on the bench, and gets pushed back down by a 
displaced rush of spray, drenching him completely. 


"Jack!" he hears a familiar voice call over the rushing of water, and then the face of William 
Turner II appears over the rail of a great, hulking ship. "Need a ride?" 


"If you insist," Jack tries to respond, but it comes out more like a cough, and there's already another 
familiar presence on the ladder, reaching for Jack's boat. 


In an impressive display of strength, William Turner I then hauls him to his feet and wrangles him 
aboard the Flying Dutchman, where Jack tries valiantly to stand on his own but doesn't quite 
manage without the sturdy arm wrapped around his ribs. 


"It's been less than a month," Will greets him, coming down the stairs, and there is amusement 
dancing in his eyes even as his brow furrows in disapproval. 


Jack shrugs. "I knew you were around." 
"And the Pearl?" 


With as much sarcasm as he can muster, Jack smiles at him and says, "I'm sure dear Hector is 
taking good care of her.” 


"Are we taking him to the other side?" a member of the crew pipes up. Jack is fairly certain he was 
an eel the last time he saw him. 


"Not today,” Will replies drily, indicating with his head for his father to carry Jack to the captain's 
cabin. 


Jack goes willingly, if only because his vision has gone rather fuzzy around the edges, and he 
thinks he might pass out at any moment. 


They set him upon a sopping wet bed in the gaping maw of Davy Jones' former living quarters, 
where his primary view is the tubular growths sprouting from the walls, a little too reminiscent of 
the Kraken's suckers for his liking. Looking at them now makes him feel vaguely ill, so he closes 
his eyes and tries very hard not to think about sharp teeth the size of cannonballs, and the decaying 
scent of death violating his senses. 


"Water?" he asks, and squints to see Bootstrap hold a bottle to his lips, helping him drink. 


"It must have been close, if you ask for water over rum," Will comments once the bottle is drained 
and replaced with a plate of what seems to be a selection of pan-fried crustaceans. "We were on our 
way to stock up on provisions when you got in the way. It's whatever we scraped off the decks 
until then." 


Jack thinks there must really be something to what Will said about his sorry state, because he isn't 
nearly as repulsed by this as he should be, instead savouring the salty creatures as he sucks a few 
down, barely noticing the snot-like texture. 


"Ta," he mumbles once he's had his fill, a bone-deep tiredness rolling over him like a bad 
hangover. 


"It's good to see you, Jack," Bootstrap rumbles, patting Jack's knee, and he can hear him leave the 
room before the mattress dips again as Will sits down instead. Jack is too tired to open his eyes. 


"What were you really doing?" Will asks him quietly. "This is mad, even for you." 


"Not sure," Jack mutters, trying to recall some sense of purpose before things went slightly pear- 
shaped. "My damn compass doesn't work." 


"Ah," says Will, as if this makes perfect sense to him. "So Captain Jack doesn't know what he 
wants." 


"I just want some peace and quiet," Jack retorts petulantly, opening one eye to glare half-heartedly 
at Will's smirking face. 


"Well, you've come to the right place." 


He gives Jack's shoulder a gentle squeeze, the warmth seeping through layers of soaked cloth and 
settling against his skin like a caress. Still alive then, he thinks with a weak flare of interest as Will 
gets to his feet. Despite the missing heart. 


He sleeps on and off for days, the sheets a little dryer each time he wakes. Mostly, he only has the 
wherewithal to reach for the pitcher of water on the floor next to the bed, but he catches sight of 
Will a few times, seated nearby to read in the candlelight or snoozing softly with his head in the 


pages. 


When Jack finally emerges, the sky has turned a cloudy grey, yet the crew seems to be in a fine 
mood as they continue to chip away at the various creatures tucked into crevices or clinging to the 
wood around the deck. Laughter carries bright and carefree from below, the murmur of voices 
rising and falling with the waves, and it seems quite clear to Jack that here is a crew grateful for a 
new leader, their sense of purpose finally restored. 


"She's looking much better," Will calls down to him from the helm. Jack climbs the stairs 
unsteadily, taking in the sight of Will's easy posture at the wheel, skin tanned and hair streaming as 
the wind cards invisible fingers through the strands. “And every day we get closer to port. Spirits 
are high.” 


"And how is Bootstrap taking to having his son as captain?" 


“He volunteered.” Will looks out over the deck—at his father bent over an old fishing net, 
whistling absently to himself—and smiles slowly. "I'm grateful to know him at all." 


Jack follows his gaze, recalling a time when Bootstrap hadn't mentioned a son at all, and Will had 
been blessedly unaware of his father's choices. “But at what cost?" he wonders aloud, thinking of 
Will's strange determination to save a man that had done nothing for him but get him into mortal 
peril. 


Will's gaze hardens as he looks at Jack, alight with the same spark that had carried him out of his 
life in Port Royal, and into something much bigger than any of them could have ever anticipated. 
"I'm still alive," he says, "and so is everyone I care about." 


"There is that,” Jack agrees, and decides not to push it. He'd normally greatly enjoy winding Will 
up, but he feels a little ruffled himself, a little thin around the edges, and ultimately all too aware of 
his own involvement in Will's regrettable fate. 


That night, Jack eats with the crew on the newly scrubbed deck, trying to be subtle as he attempts 
to work out what sea creature each had been without asking anyone out right. A few are missing, 
according to an old fellow named Wyvern who catches him out almost immediately. The men 
closest to Davy Jones are in the brig until they make port, when the assumption is that Will likely 
dismisses them. 


"A right horrible lot," Wyvern explains, rolling some fish up in seaweed. "I saw it all, and they 
didn't have a good bone between them." 


"What were you, if you don't mind me asking?" Jack feels confident that Wyvern is a useful source 
to build ties to, eager to chat and weathered enough to have plenty of good tales up his sleeve. 


"I was part of the ship itself. Been here so long I sort of melted into the hull. Mind yourself, the 
others might not take too kindly to those sorts of questions." 


“Noted,” Jack nods, leaning back in his chair to nurse his cup of wine and listen to the chatter. He's 
still tired from his latest ordeal at sea, a little irked by his failure to reach the Fountain, and more 
humiliated than angry for letting Hector make off with his ship despite his best efforts not to let the 
lying bastard get to him this time. He'll find a way to get back at him eventually, he thinks, but for 
now the Dutchman might be as good a place as any to finally get some rest, and more importantly 
—a long way away from anyone wanting to see him hanged. 


The crew retires to bed after the sun sets and the air gets a chill to it. Undeterred, Jack picks up 
some cups and waves them invitingly to Will and Bootstrap, nodding toward the captain's quarters. 


"I'm too old for the night life," Bootstrap laughs, clapping a hand on Jack's shoulder as he passes 
unsteadily. "You two go on without me." 


"As you wish, Billiam," Jack bows. 


In truth, he's relieved at the turn of events. Will has danced at the edges of Jack's reach all evening, 
mingling with his crew as is his right. Jack is the intruder, and Will owes him nothing, but they've 
never had much opportunity to share a bottle in the past, and Jack must admit that he's intrigued by 
aman who's so effortlessly taken to the sea—to command—and whose missing heart seems to 
become him more than it deters him. He looks entirely at home as he takes a seat at the old table 
he's installed in his cabin, along with the damp and moderately comfortable bed. As Jack looks 
around, he realises there are more additions since his last visit, and that the room is starting to look 


positively cozy, despite the imposing presence of the pipe organ at the far wall. 


One of Jack's greatest skills, in his humble opinion, is his ability to spin a story that would delight 
even the most dour old lady in Port Royal. He has enough first hand accounts to occupy them both 
for a week, as well as stories heard on his travels, and Will has a few of his own, from his time at 
sea that he didn't board the Pearl. Tales flow easily, and Jack never actually sees Will refill their 
cups; they always look full as he argues good-naturedly about details of how he first found himself 
temporarily captain of the Misty Lady while his father had gone missing for a while. 


"And how's captaincy treating you then?" he asks after finishing his story, leaning across the table 
with his cup in one hand and his chin resting in the other. "Not as easy as it looks, eh?" 


"It has its perks," Will smiles easily, also halfway over the table at this point, cheeks flushed with 
good humour and drink. 


"Such as?" 
"A proper bed." He tilts his head, eyes dark and glittering in the dancing candlelight. "Privacy." 


Jack blinks through the warm haze of alcohol clinging to his senses, suddenly hit with the memory 
of Will's pleading eyes—I'm losing her, Jack—and the sudden press of heat, of mouths slotting 
together desperately for a few short moments as Will shoved him against the forecastle. Jack had 
indulged him then, much like he had Elizabeth, before pushing the miserable boy over the rail. 
Now, however, he suspects that Will's intentions have less to do with an ill-advised plot for 
revenge, and more to do with a deep-seated need to give of himself endlessly, to share his passion, 
and perhaps to dispel some of that dreadful loneliness that will eventually claim all those that take 
to the sea. He doesn't doubt Will's devotion to his bride, neither does he feel guilty for considering 
his options. There is, however, more to take into account than such tiresome concepts as morals, 
and contrary to popular belief, Jack's learnt to be cautious about who he lets close, often choosing 
the safer option of rented company over the whims and judgement of conventional lovers. 


"And what do you intend to do with your newfound privacy?" Jack asks, daring to tip himself over 
a little more into Will's territory. He misjudges, and slips out of his propped up hand. Once he's 
adjusted his elbow between sticky patches on the table and settles back in, Will's eyes snap away 
from watching his mouth a fraction too late. Jack wonders if he's cunning enough to have lingered 
on purpose, but doesn't really trust him to have that much prowess just yet. 


"I'm sure I'll think of something," Will smiles coyly, and Jack knows it would be so easy to close 
the distance with a single push forward, catching Will's glistening lips across the table and savour 
the inevitable gasp of drunken desire that would follow. 


"Well, in the meantime," he says, forcing himself to lean back and rise unsteadily to his feet, "I'm 
going to sleep in said bed. You're welcome to join me. If you'd like." 


He lands gracelessly, catching an amused snort from Will and feeling rather pleased with himself 
as he slowly struggles out of his boots, chucking them to the floor one by one before crawling a bit 
closer to the wall, making space for another body. The room spins lazily when he closes his eyes, 
following the rhythm of the waves beneath, and when Will joins him a moment later, Jack is 
unsurprised to feel a hand at his waist, warm breath fanning across his face. 


And he lets Will kiss him then, slow and sweet like expensive wine, until Will's hand begins to 
wander and Jack has to grab his wrist to stop him. 


"Go to sleep, love," he murmurs, not unkindly, and Will falls back against the sheets without 


protest. 


A moment later, he is snoring softly, and Jack falls asleep to the gentle rocking of the ship, content 
in the belief that neither of them will remember much come morning. 


Jack wakes to the sound of footsteps above, of hushed voices and an empty space where Will had 

been just moments before. It's still dark out, yet the activity on deck indicates that something must 
be happening, and Jack finds himself immediately on his feet despite the throbbing headache that 

descends the moment he stumbles out of bed. 


The sky looks empty as he steps out, every star swallowed by night and every lantern lit. Oddly, 
the crew are gathered around the rail in silence, watching the water, before someone quite suddenly 
begins to sing. It's a tune that Jack's never heard before, yet it seems to reverberate in his bones, 
sweet and painful at once, like a treasured memory faded into dream. He can see little boats in the 
water now, following close as they glide slowly through the night, and it makes him feel unusually 
subdued as he makes his way up the stairs to where Will is standing. 


"Am I dead?" he asks, genuinely curious and fearful of the answer. 


"Not yet," Will reassures him quietly. "But you have been," he adds, as if Jack might have 
forgotten. "The spirits won't mind your presence. Would you like to take her?" 


This last is said with the kind of ceremony he might have reserved for asking Jack to hold his 
firstborn, and Jack reaches for the wheel before even making a conscious decision to do so, running 
his fingers over the old wood like greeting a lover. 


"Do we have a bearing?" he asks as Will begins to descend the stairs. 
"We don't need one," he says. "Just keep her steady." 


Jack nudges the wheel, and feels an almost magnetic pull back to the original course. The 
Dutchman knows where to go, and Jack is just a passenger guiding her there. He hears Will begin 
to join in on a new verse of the song, and wonders if the people they're leading can hear it. He can't 
help but think about Governor Swann, a man who'd sacrificed so much out of love for his 
daughter. Even when Elizabeth had tried to coax him aboard he'd seemed perfectly content to drift 
onward. Jack can't imagine accepting death so willingly, yet he doesn't see how he could have 
more to live for than the governor had at the time. If he's being honest, he can't even work out what 
he's trying to do on this ship, let alone with the rest of his grimy life. 


In the distance, white shores appear on the horizon, and behind them—the first pale light of dawn. 
Will catches his eye, a sad smile offered to him as they stand above the dead, and Jack considers an 
alternative story where he hadn't tried to gloat, where he simply stabbed the heart and then gave his 
monologue over Davy Jones' dying body. Will would be free to be with his beloved, and Jack 
would be here, and maybe that would have been enough. 


As they draw near, the boats pull up against the brink, dozens of ghostly pale figures rising up and 
wandering off amongst the swaying trees, seagulls calling in welcome. Jack's filled with the kind 
of peace and wonder that he can only remember from early childhood, a sense of lost innocence 
reclaimed, and his heart yearns for it like budding leaves reaching for the sky. If he could only get 
a little closer... Just a few more steps... 


Will's hand closes over his shoulder, and the spell breaks. Jack tears his eyes away, and the ship 


turns, with Bootstrap taking the wheel that Jack had left so carelessly unattended in his attempt to 
follow the dead. A flash of green light nearly blinds him where he stands, and when he lowers his 
arm the sky looks different, the air once again warm and fragrant against the cold sweat on his 
brow. 


"Are we in the same place?" he asks, eyes catching on the golden light illuminating the jagged scar 
on Will's chest, partially hidden behind his shirt. 


"More or less,”’ Will tells him. “I doubt it's an exact science,” he adds, a little rueful. 


"So—” Jack says, suppressing a shiver that's threatening to betray just how fragile he really feels. 
“Headed for port?" 


"First thing in the morning,” Will promises as the last rays of the sun disappear beneath the waves. 
"Get some sleep, love." 


Jack does as he's told, if only because his legs are threatening to give out and the throbbing behind 
his eyes makes anything else nigh impossible. Will joins him at some point in the night, and Jack 
blinks awake to find the boy pressed against his back, one arm slung carelessly over his waist. He 
considers freeing himself, but his most recent brush with death along with the last vestiges of his 
hangover make a compelling argument for accepting the comfort, however fleeting. 


Light is streaming weakly through the smeared windows and cracks in the wood when he wakes 
again. There's shouts of excitement, feet stomping across the boards, and somebody's ringing the 
bell with such force that Jack momentarily believes they might be under attack. 


"That's not what it's for!" Will shouts overhead, clearly exasperated, and Jack laughs quietly as he 
lays gazing at the salt-stained ceiling. 


Slowly, he pushes himself into a sitting position and takes stock of his surroundings. Along one 
wall is an old bureau that Will must have procured from a sinking ship at some point during his 
captaincy, and on top is a small handheld mirror, gleaming faintly in the sunlight. Jack wanders 
over to pick it up, inspecting himself in the glass. From a pocket of his waistcoat he fishes out a 
stick of charcoal, using the tip of his finger to smear it around his eyes with practised movements. 
It draws the attention away from the careful shadowing of his jaw, created with a few precise lines 
and some shading toward his neck. The effect is just subtle enough to make a difference while 
remaining almost imperceptible. 


Satisfied with his work, he reaches for his hat and coat, emerging on deck to find breakfast served 
and most of the crew sitting down to enjoy it before beginning the process of docking. Will smiles 
at him from across the table, and Jack enjoys the bashful look on his face as he returns it with a 
wink. 


As he eats, he considers his options and finds that he has little interest in leaving the sea behind 
without any real business elsewhere. Though he's got no authority on the Dutchman, and there will 
no doubt be very little dishonest pilfering with Captain Turner in charge, Jack finds that he can 
think of several no less thrilling ways to spend his time, should he decide to risk it. 


Watching Will excuse himself politely from the conversation across the table, Jack feigns a deep 
interest in his breakfast as he waits for him to approach. 


"Where are you off to now?" Will asks once he's taken the seat next to Jack's, his voice brazen. 


"Actually," says Jack, wiping his fingers on the tablecloth, "I've come to really appreciate what it is 
you're trying to do here, William. She's a fine ship, isn't she? Could do with a bit of sprucing up, I 
suppose. Some floor polish, a bit of paint—" 


"Jack," Will interrupts, the corners of his mouth twitching. 


"Anyway," Jack continues seamlessly, "I've decided to keep you company on your merry travels." 
With affected humility he adds, "Unless of course my welcome has run its course... Captain." 


Will finally lets the hint of a smile touch his delicate features. "And to what do I owe the 
pleasure?" 


"Well," Jack says cheerfully, "there is the delectable cuisine, for starters.” 


"You know,” Will says, brazing himself on his elbows against the tabletop, “a wise man once told 
me that you can always trust a dishonest man to be dishonest." 


"Aye, wise words indeed,” Jack agrees, “but the compass doesn't lie." He gives this declaration a 
few moments to sink in, thoroughly enjoying Will's undivided attention, before leaning in and 
lowering his voice so as not to be overheard. "And since you're unable to join the rest of your jolly 
fellows in their depraved and undoubtedly salacious pursuits, perhaps it can be arranged that we 
both get something we want... right here." 


Will's eyes widen, his reply immediately drowned out by Hadras enthusiastically ringing the ship's 
bell again, port now close enough for everyone to start running to their stations. 


"He that next rings the bell will be scrubbing the head before he can go ashore!" Will yells, 
decidedly flustered, and Jack relaxes back in his chair with an easy grin. "What I want,” Will says 
once the crew have scattered, “is to share my last bottle with you in my cabin." 


"I shall meet you there," Jack intones, swinging himself to his feet and sauntering off towards the 
bow with no real task to accomplish there. 


Bootstrap finds him loitering just as the gangway is lowered onto the docks, and Jack gives him his 
most winning smile. 


"You're not coming with us?" Bootstrap asks, while Jack watches his son disappear behind the door 
of the captain's quarters. 


"Not this time, mate," Jack tells him with an air of regret. "Try not to have too much fun without 


me. 

"Ah, so you're keeping him company. That's very kind of you." 
"Uh-huh," Jack agrees, unable to meet the man's eye. 

"You're a good friend, Jack." 

"Alright, time to go." 


With a hand on Bootstrap's back, Jack leads him swiftly down to the gangway, waving him off 
with more well-wishes and a warning not to do anything he would do. Bootstrap laughs at his 
antics but doesn't protest, and Jack doesn't breathe a sigh of relief until he's watched him catch up 
with the rest of the crew, disappearing in the crowd. 


Turning away swiftly, he gives his wrists a flick to dispel the discomfort. "Shake it off," he 
mumbles to himself, setting his eyes again on the door left ajar for him. 


He finds Will inside, pouring two generous cups of Bushmill's rye whiskey and glancing up as Jack 
closes the door. It isn't that he's looked strained while leading his crew, but there's an appealing 
slant to his shoulders now that Jack recognises as a weight temporarily lifted. Even if he can't go 
ashore, there's reprieve in no longer being responsible for his men until they return to him. 


Jack waits until he's got Will's attention before removing his hat and coat. For good measure, he 
also undoes his belts along with the sash around his waist, enjoying the way Will's gaze drops to 
take it all in, cheeks colouring. 


"Cheers to whatever unlucky sod lost this fine bottle," he says as Jack wanders over, knocking the 
proffered cup against Will's and draining it in one mouthful. 


"That's better," he states, reaching for the bottle to immediately refill their cups. 


"Are you sure about this, Jack?" Will asks quietly once Jack's handed him his drink, and he 
suddenly looks a lot younger than his years, eyes wide and searching as he looks to Jack for 
reassurance. 


"More importantly," Jack says, holding Will's gaze, "are you?" 


Will lifts the cup to his mouth, taking a long swig before speaking. "I wouldn't begrudge Elizabeth 
to likewise find comfort in my absence," he admits. "It doesn't change anything." 


"Well then," Jack murmurs, finishing his second drink and plucking Will's cup from his fingers, 
placing both next to the bottle on the table. "Don't overthink." 


And this time, Jack is the one to close the distance between them, letting Will curl his fingers in his 
hair and sigh into the kiss like he's relieved for it to finally happen. Jack expects him to be greedy, 
to show some impatience now he's got permission to touch freely, but Will seems in no particular 
hurry as he slides Jack's waistcoat off his shoulders, lifting the hem of his shirt to reach for the bare 
skin at his back. 


And Jack realises then that Will is savouring this as something he didn't think he'd have for a very 

long time. Jack has no idea what makes him different from the crew, as Will could surely have any 
number of them if he wanted, but perhaps Will isn't strictly speaking a molly so much as willing to 
make an exception for the right party, and Jack can't pretend that he isn't flattered. 


It doesn't, however, make the moment Will finds his binding any less nerve-racking. 


It's a thin piece of cloth, wrapped thrice around his ribcage and secured carefully under one arm. 
Will runs his fingers over it thoughtfully, and Jack feels as though a noose is slowly tightening 
around his neck the longer the moment lingers. 


"Here, let me," he mutters, reaching with deft fingers to undo the knot. Will's gaze flickers between 
Jack's hand and eyes, curiosity mixed with concern. "I'm not injured," Jack promises, but his throat 
feels dry as the knot comes loose and Will's hands take over to unwind it. 


His palms are warm; soft and gentle as they find Jack's breasts underneath his shirt. Jack sucks in a 
breath at the sensation, eyes fixed on Will's face as he awaits a reaction, a question, or worse— 
rejection. But Will does neither of those things. His frown barely touches his brow before it turns 
into something much brighter —a quiet laugh, a smile—as he pulls Jack close and guides their lips 
together with a confidence he'd previously been lacking. 


Jack allows himself to be led toward the bed, falling back as his legs hit the bed frame, but rather 
than follow, Will lets him go and crouches to gently lift Jack's calf and remove one of his boots. As 
their eyes meet, Will laughs again, pressing his lips to Jack's knee. 


"Don't overthink," he smiles, and Jack's startled into returning it, realising just how tightly wound 
he is despite his reasonable certainty that Will wouldn't care. 


As Will rises to remove his own boots and belt, pulling his hair free of its tie, Jack puts one heel 
against the bed frame and pushes himself further up the bed, letting the tension bleed from his 
shoulders as anticipation grows in its place. Will kneels against the mattress, and Jack pulls him 
down by his shirt until they're nearly chest to chest and he can feel the heat of Will's body pressed 
against his own despite the remaining layers of clothing. As he meets Will's gaze, the playfulness 
is all but gone from his features, leaving a quiet reverence there that Jack has no reference for. He's 
used to quick tumbles between friends or the efficiency of a business transaction, but Will's quiet 
intensity leaves him feeling strangely exposed in ways that have nothing to do with the parts of his 
body that he normally keeps hidden. 


Curling his fingers in Will's unruly hair, he pulls him down for a kiss that is neither soft, nor 

gentle. Will responds in kind by pushing Jack's shirt over his stomach, breaking the kiss to let his 
tongue sweep over sensitive flesh until Jack is squirming with desperate need. He's not usually one 
for passive participation, but Will's mouth on his skin feels like the first drops of rain after a 
drought, and it's been too long since anyone touched him like this for Jack to spare much thought to 
reciprocation. 


He's aware of the rushing of blood in his ears, the quiet gasps falling from his lips, and when Will's 
clever fingers manage to undo the buttons at his waist, Jack pulls one knee up and gasps, utterly 
lost to his desire. Will kisses him quiet, and Jack arches into the touch, hips moving of their own 
accord as the pleasure quickly crests and ruptures. 


The kiss turns into heaving breathing, and Jack's fingers curl tight around Will's wrist to still his 
hand when aftershocks give way to shudders. 


For a moment, they stare at each other in breathless silence, but Jack recovers fast enough to push 
his trousers all the way down and roll Will onto his back before he's got time to put up a fight. 
Climbing on top of him, Jack feels a joyful grin tug at his lips as Will gazes up at him dazed, 
watching with slowly dawning comprehension as Jack quickly undoes the fastenings at the top of 
his breeches. 


"Wait—" Will manages with a hand at Jack's hip. "You sure this is wise?" 


It takes Jack a moment to realise what Will is asking, and once he does he almost laughs. Only 
William Turner would be sensible enough to worry about such a thing whilst in the throes of 
passion. The truth is that Jack hasn't given it much thought himself, as the pirate life is hardly 
conducive to fertility by any means. Besides, he's getting old, and if it hadn't happened with Hector 
more than ten years ago, it surely won't happen now. 


"Don't worry yourself, lad," Jack murmurs, removing the hand on his hip and proceeding to 
position himself. "I'm as repulsed by the idea as you are. Trust me, love." 


The last bit comes out a whisper, Will's face relaxing into bliss as Jack sinks down, sighing 
contentedly and bracing himself with a hand above Will's shoulder. His own pleasure feels distant 
and simmering now, like burning coals deep in his gut, but it doesn't make the experience any less 
enjoyable. 


The sunlight filtering in makes Will's skin glow beneath the white folds of his shirt, the scars he's 
gained on the seas like candle wax against old parchment. He wraps a hand around Jack's wrist, 
looking for all the world like if he doesn't have an anchor he'll lose himself completely. 


"Jack—" he croaks, eyes pleading, and Jack responds with a languid roll of his hips, bed frame 
creaking in the hushed silence of the room. 


The intimacy of the act is not lost on Jack, but there's no denying the way his body's been starved 
for it, no resisting the want that wells up when Will reaches to grip his thigh and rock them 
together. Jack feels drunk on his own power, loose and reckless as he picks up the pace just to hear 
Will moan his name one more time. He does, and Jack's smiling as he brings him over the edge 
with barely an effort, savouring the near painful grip of Will's hands on his hips as he cries out his 
release. 


The air feels thick with the vestiges of their passion as they try to catch their breaths in the long 
moments after. Will pulls him down to rest against his chest for a moment, and Jack closes his eyes 
to focus on the gentle rocking of the ship beneath them, the eerie absence of a heartbeat against his 
ear. 


Before long, however, he feels the familiar restlessness settle into his bones, his attention drifting 
to the bottle of Bushmill's on the table. Will lets him go, and Jack wobbles over to grab the bottle 
along with their cups, his shirt hanging halfway to his knees as he climbs back into bed. Sitting 
cross-legged next to Will, he realises that the boy is still staring at him as if for the first time, 
smiling ruefully as Jack hands him his cup. 


"What?" 
"Nothing,” he says. “I just can't believe you had me fooled for so long.” 


"I'm not fooling anyone," Jack tells him matter-of-fact, tipping the bottle over Will's cup. When his 
only response is a look of dubious incredulity, he adds, "I was raised a pirate and shall remain one 
until the day I die. My name is Captain Jack Sparrow, and you wanted to bed me regardless of 
what's between my legs, so riddle me this—what difference does it make?" 


Will looks slightly taken aback, but recovers admirably. "None at all," he concedes as Jack turns 
back to his bottle, pouring himself what's left of it. 


"Good lad." 
"So what now?" 


"Now," Jack says triumphantly, finally able to raise his cup, "we enjoy that poor sod's excellent 
whiskey in comfortable silence until you're ready to go again, savvy?" 


They don't leave the cabin for the rest of the day, enjoying each other far too much to bother with 
anything else. At dusk, they descend the stairs to the galley to search for scraps, with Jack wrapped 
in a dirty sheet and Will's hair a matted mess, grinning at each other like a couple of school boys. 


"Did you ever swim, with your crew?" Will asks as Jack finishes off some weak drink he found 
hidden in someone's hammock. 


"Not unless I felt like soaking through my only clothes for fun," Jack replies, knowing what he's 
really asking. 


"And if I asked you to swim with me now?" 
Jack tilts his head, considering. "Seems a bit risky." 
"The crew won't be back for hours," Will promises, "and I think we really need it." 


There's no arguing that point, so Jack reluctantly follows Will to the main deck where he lets the 
sheet drop and reaches for the hem of his shirt. They've spent the entire day in bed together, yet 
Jack still hasn't removed his shirt fully, so doing it now feels strangely erotic under the warm glow 
of the ship's lanterns. Will's gaze seems to burn his skin where it wanders, unashamed now to 
linger and enjoy, but Jack can't claim to be innocent of doing the same. To his credit, Will lets the 
silence remain blessedly intact as they climb the ladder and submerge themselves in the humid 
water, and Jack's relieved to wash the sweat and grime from his limbs without the stress of 
unwanted questions. 


After, once they've dried off and Jack's safely back in his well-worn chemise, a wave of 
tremendous weariness causes him to forgo another search for cleverly hidden rum and instead head 
straight back to bed. Will lies down by his side, slipping a knee between Jack's thighs and an arm 
under his neck as if this is something they do often, perhaps something they've always done. 
Though Jack would never admit it, he wonders if he couldn't get used to this simple affection, so 
different from the more volatile kind he'd once shared with Hector, and sleep comes easy—devoid 
of dreams or doubt. 


It's an almost welcome change of pace when the crew of the Dutchman return to the ship, carrying 
in resources of fresh water barrels, animals, and enough rum to sustain a galleon for months. 


There isn't much battle to be done on this humble vessel, and Jack notices throughout his stay that 
most of the time is spent leisurely working on tasks or playing betting games. Any looting comes in 
the form of shipwrecks, which Will insists is the most honest living they can hope to have. Jack 
thinks stealing from the dead takes most of the fun out of it, but says nothing as one of the crew 
holds up an exquisitely crafted necklace and declare that it will be presented freely to a lovely 
woman when they next make port. 


Even ferrying the dead becomes almost second nature, and Jack learns quickly to look away from 
the white shores as they begin to call out for him. More often than not, Will lets Jack take the 
wheel, and he spends long hours there with the wind at his back and his mind running free as the 
little boats follow peacefully behind. None of the crew seems to mind that he doesn't join in with 
the actual work on deck. Nobody is there against their will, and there's no resentment towards Jack 
for dozing in the crow's nest on sunny afternoons, or shutting himself in the captain's cabin with a 
bottle of rum and a pile of books that half the crew don't know how to read. Sometimes he joins 
Bootstrap in his fishing endeavours, pretending to help while mostly regaling him with stories from 
the years after The Mutiny, and when darkness falls he beats them all at dice or cards while Will 
watches quietly from the sidelines, content to simply share in the easy camaraderie of his crew. 


Nobody comments on the fact that Jack never sleeps in the crew's quarters, and Will never offers 
an explanation. It's not a difficult leap to come to the right conclusion, but relations between sailors 
is not uncommon, and Jack isn't worried. Rather, he finds himself wondering at the privilege he's 
gained despite the way he'd treated the people he'd reluctantly called his friends. The elaborate 
schemes—and the lies he'd told to justify them. 


He spends a lot of time thinking about Will's missing heart. Presumably it isn't missing at all, but 
rather safely in the care of Elizabeth in some fancy mansion somewhere in Port Royal, but Will has 


made remarkable peace with the fact that a once vital part of him is now somewhere else entirely, 
while he carries on living his life without it. He doesn't wear his scars with any degree of shame, 
content to have them on display when the wind tugs at his shirt, or when Jack relieves him of it 
completely. 


Even now, with Jack sitting on top of him, Will barely seems to notice his fingers tracing the path 
made by Bootstrap's blade to retrieve the failing organ. Perhaps it's a touch of the destiny about 
him, foreseen by Tia Dalma and unhelpfully hidden from everyone else, but Will carries his 
mythical existence as if he was born to it, and Jack doubts that he would have had as much grace, 
should things have worked out the way he'd once intended. 


"I'm sorry I didn't stab the heart faster," he says, before he's truly aware that he's spoken at all. "I 
should have acted first and saved the dramatic speech for Jones' dying breath." 


Will's eyes soften, his hands coming up to stroke the length of Jack's thighs in a soothing gesture. 
"You saved my life,” he says. 


"It was my fault you needed saving," Jack mutters, as Will's thumb comes up to brush his cheek, 
still so strangely tender. 


"But you chose to give me what you wanted for yourself. It would be foolish of me to hold any 
resentment towards you for my fate." 


Jack lets himself be pulled down, Will's lips finding his in a kiss that feels an awful lot like 
forgiveness. He doesn't voice the fact that his mind was never truly made up, and that the choice to 
let Will dispatch Jones had not been a difficult one to make at the time. The guilt of it might never 
fully ease, but if so, Jack figures it's his burden to bear. 


"Is there anything I can do?" he hears himself ask, realising belatedly that his regard for the boy 
might run deeper than he'd initially anticipated. 


Will's hands continue to wander in increasingly pleasant ways, before he finally answers. "There is 
one thing—" Jack leans back just enough to be able to read the expression in Will's eyes—one of 
longing, love, and sorrow. "Elizabeth," Will whispers. "Will you go to her?" 


Jack sits up slowly, fingers pressed to the scars over Will's chest, and remembers the look of 
bottomless dread on Elizabeth's face as the sword had pierced Will's heart—how he'd felt her fear 
in that moment, and would have given anything to rid her of it. 


"[ just need to know that she'll be alright," Will continues, eyes huge and pleading in the near 
darkness of the room. "You're the only one I can ask." 


"Alright," Jack relents before the decision has fully formed in his mind. "But I doubt she has any 
need of me." 


"Thank you," Will breathes, a smile finally emerging as he rolls Jack onto his back, reversing their 
positions. 


"Don't thank me yet," Jack mumbles, attention already wavering as Will's naked body settles 
between his legs. 


Will kisses him, gratitude mingling with heat as Jack lets out a quiet groan, and though he's not as 
convinced of the merits of his promise as Will seems to be, he doesn't think he could have denied 
him much of anything. 


He's in too deep now to turn back. 


Elizabeth 


"Is this it?" Jack asks, as the Dutchman makes directly for an unremarkable beach with a path 
winding up lush green hills. Port Royal is a little further down the coast, close enough to travel to 
but not to have any real business there, and there's no sign of any life as far as Jack can see. 


Will doesn't answer him, his posture stiff as he lets go of the wheel and calls for the anchor to be 
dropped. Jack follows him down the stairs and ducks into the captain's cabin to collect his effects. 
It's strange, he thinks, leaving a ship by choice rather than being left behind. He's never learned to 
say goodbye, but the crew make it easy on him by simply tipping their hats as he emerges and sees 
Will at the rail, waiting for him. 


“Jack,” Will says quietly, a darkening shadow looming behind his eyes as he reaches for him and 
pulls him close. “It's been a pleasure.” 


“Pleasure's all mine,” Jack replies, not knowing if he's trying for levity or if his tone is too sincere 
as his arms come up to return the embrace, the gesture feeling too intimate out in the open with so 
many eyes on them. 


“Thank you,” Will mutters against his ear, and Jack lets himself be held until Will pulls back and 
slips a letter into his hands instead. 


Without looking at it, Jack gives him and the rest of the crew a quick salute before he descends the 
ladder to the boat, waiting for Bootstrap to join him. It's not until they're a minute out that Jack 
thinks to investigate the envelope clutched between his fingers. It's a simple letter, clearly 
addressed to Elizabeth and not him. Despite the itch to rip it open immediately, he manages to 
clamp down on the impulse and stuff the letter inside his coat instead. Though Will would never be 
the wiser, Jack finds that he'd rather not know. 


“Until next time then,” Bootstrap says once they reach shore, and Jack finds comfort in the idea 
that he might return to the Dutchman before long, bringing news of Elizabeth's good health, no 
doubt, and continuing his vague search for the Pearl while keeping Will and his father company on 
their travels. 


“Until next time,” Jack confirms, backing slowly away from the shore as Bootstrap turns the boat 
around and begins to row back. 


He doesn't stay to watch them leave. 


The path from the beach leads steadily up the hillside through a thicket of bushes and shrubs, until 
quite suddenly he arrives at a small cottage hidden behind the tree line. It looks like something 
Jack might remember from the English countryside: bricks crumbling, roof tilting precariously, 
chickens running across the path as he steps through the gate and towards what looks to be a small 
vegetable garden. 


And there in the dirt, crouching by an unshapely wooden planter, is Elizabeth Turner, squinting at 
him through the blaze of sunlight. Dressed in an old work shirt with mud covering her hands and 
face, she's far from the spoiled patrician Jack once rescued from the confines of her own corset. 


“Jack?” she says, straightening slowly. 


“Elizabeth,” Jack replies, flinging his arms out in a non-threatening sort of gesture. 
She blinks. "What are you doing here?" 


"[—uh,” Jack begins, realising belatedly that he hasn't prepared for this at all,” have something for 


” 


you. 


He offers her the letter, arm outstretched as if attempting to feed it to a wild animal. Elizabeth 
snatches it from his fingers, eyes drawn to the handwritten letters on the front, and Jack watches 
recognition dawn like a delicately blooming flower—a complex cycle of shock, joy, and grief— 
culminating in what looks suspiciously like anger. Without a word, she gets up from the ground 
and storms into the cottage, leaving Jack to simply stand there, feeling increasingly foolish, until 
she reappears with a scrap of parchment and a small purse that she shoves into his arms, the force 
of it causing him to stumble. 


"I need some things from town," she tells him, pointing back the way he came. 
"You want me to walk to Port Royal?" 
"There's a boat by the shore, if you'd rather.” 


Jack deliberates for all of three seconds before turning on his heel and stalking off towards the 
beach. Infuriating though it is, the fact remains that he has no plan and no money other than what 
Elizabeth has supplied him with, which means that his immediate survival hinges quite effectively 
on her good will and Jack's ability to be of use. Worst of all is the fact that Elizabeth must have 
calculated the risk of him making off with both her money and her boat, and deemed it unlikely 
enough to trust him with them anyway. 


Life used to be far simpler before he got himself involved with decent folk. 


He finds the boat in a crevice behind some large rocks, and it's nicer than he'd assumed. With a 
proper canvas and the wind in his favour he doesn't even have to row as he steers her out to open 
sea, following the coastline. Counting the coins in the purse, he calculates that there's more than 
enough there for Elizabeth's list, and the annoyance quickly dissipates as he begins to toy with 
various ideas of what to do with the rest. 


Before leaving the boat, Jack puts away his weapons, coat, and hat in the small compartment under 
the seat. He's not looking for trouble, and nothing invites problems more than an armed pirate in a 
civilised town. Despite this precaution, however, whilst trying to navigate the markets for 
Elizabeth's list of linens, vegetables and herbs, Jack learns rather quickly that nobody seems willing 
to give him the time of day. Shopkeepers deliberately turn away from him to serve others, and 
answer his attempts at pleasant small talk with sneers. The trick, it turns out, is to hold up 
Elizabeth's purse and shake it to prove that he's not there to rob them. 


"You know," Jack comments as he finally manages to gain proximity to one stand, "if I actually 
wanted to steal from you, I would have done it by now and would be far away, rather than standing 
around waiting to get caught with my pockets full. I'm trying to earn my way same as you, mate, so 
how about you let me purchase your wares so I can get to a drinking house?" 


"Payment first," the merchant demands ruthlessly, and Jack doesn't even get the chance to haggle 
over price. 


In the end, he somehow manages to pay for everything and carry it back to the boat, including a 
few bottles of cheap rum that were sorely lacking from the list. He stands at the docks for a 


moment, wiping the sweat off his brow as the sun dips its swollen belly beneath the waves, and 
feels the ache of his labour throb in the small of his back, palms stinging where the heavy crates 
dug into his skin. He hasn't eaten since morning, but the itch for a drink takes precedent as he 
bends to dig out his hat, setting his eye on the friendlier part of town. 


The tension leaves him quickly as the roads become less maintained, the warm light of public 
houses spilling out of windows and swinging doors into the street. He picks one at random, enticed 
by the lingering glance from a pretty stranger in the doorway, and finds it busy with contained 
excitement. The night is young, and he doesn't doubt that it could turn into a regular shindig at any 
given moment, should someone spill a tankard, or wave their pistol a little too close to somebody 
else's face. 


Elizabeth's coins do a decent job at getting him merry, and he doesn't lack for company as the night 
wears on, some less subtle than others in their attempts to entice him to more private settings. Jack 
is used to the attention, aware of the strange magnetism of his androgynous features, but he knows 
that most of his admirers have no idea what they're in for—and he has no intention of indulging 
those that do. He does, however, appreciate the free drinks they provide, and by the time he 
stumbles out of the establishment around midnight, he's good and sloshed, navigating mainly by 
some innate instinct to find his way back to the sea. 


He won't remember exactly how he manages to sail the boat back in the dark, but by some mercy 
of the sea gods he finds his way and gets the damn thing moored safely behind the rocks where he 
found it. The moon peeks out behind the clouds as he stumbles up the path, allowing enough light 
to guide him to the backdoor and grope his way inside, bumping into chairs and doorways and 
various other sharp-edged furniture before finally locating what appears to be a bedroom. In the 
gloom, he can make out the outline of a bed frame, and a mass of white bedding, reflecting the 
light. 


He takes off his hat, letting the coat fall in a heap where he stands. The boots follow, and the belts 
(he doesn't remember where his weapons have gone), and finally, with a tremendous amount of 
effort, he stumbles to the bed and squeezes himself onto the edge, ending up with a handful of 
nightgown and Elizabeth's knobbly knee pressed into his midriff. 


It dawns on him slowly, like a blurry image rising through the fumes of his rum-soaked mind, that 
his palm is against her stomach, and the shape is all wrong—his fingers following the unyielding 
curve until hers curl around his wrist and pushes it aside. 


"You're with child," he accuses, the words sounding slurred even in his own ears. 
"Why are you in my bed?" she mumbles, sleep-drunk and annoyed. 
"Where else would I sleep?” 


She sighs, turning onto her back and rolling away from him. In the dark, Jack can feel his pulse 
begin to thunder in his ears the way it does in battle, nausea rising sharp and bitter on the back of 
his tongue. When was the last time he bled? A month ago? Two? Not that his cycle has ever been 
regular or even frequent enough to keep track of, and he knows there's no use trying to make sense 
of it now. It wouldn't survive, he tells himself viscously, pushing the heel of his hand into the soft 
flesh of his abdomen. Not after tonight, and all the other nights of careless inebriation aboard the 
Dutchman. Surely he'd know? Surely, the world wouldn't be so cruel. 


With a shuddering breath, he turns onto his side, curling in on himself and closing his eyes against 
the spinning darkness. He'll have to get to Tortuga somehow, and find Scarlett or Giselle. They'll 
undoubtedly have experience getting rid of these things, and they'd know how to be discreet about 


it. Perhaps he could even persuade Elizabeth to lend him some money, find a vessel willing to take 
him... 


In the end, it's sheer exhaustion that causes him to pass out, the drink finally rendering his 
spiralling thoughts numb to all else. 


Morning dawns clear and unforgivably bright. For a few disorienting seconds, as he resurfaces 
from the depths of fragmented dreams, he expects Will to coax him awake with gentle hands and 
warm lips against the hollow of his throat, but then a cup rattles against its saucer next to his ear 
and he is startled upright by the bitter smell of... coffee? 


"Rise and shine," Elizabeth says from her perch on the side of the bed, giving him an inscrutable 
look. "You look awful." 


"I feel worse," he admits, raising a hand gingerly to his pounding head. "Did you hit me?" 
"Perhaps I should have. Where's my shopping?" 


Jack reaches for the cup, giving the steaming liquid a careful sniff. "Safely aboard the Jolly Mon, 
last time I checked," he says, before she can follow through on her threats. "What is this?" 


"I need to wash these sheets," Elizabeth remarks as if she hasn't heard him, "and you need a bath. 
I'll come back for your clothes in a minute." 


Jack takes a careful sip of the drink, and flinches at the bitter burn to his taste buds. He turns an 
accusatory eye to Elizabeth as she starts to get up. 


"Did you make this wrong?" 
"No, Jack,” she sighs, fixing him with a long-suffering sort of look. “If you don't like it-” 


She reaches as if to reclaim the cup, and Jack instinctively cradles it closer. She rolls her eyes at 
him. 


“Suit yourself,” she says, and leaves. 


Jack puts the cup back on the night stand and pushes the covers aside. The room is tidy and 
brightly lit, a washstand in one corner, a sturdy wardrobe next to the bed. There's a delicately 
carved chest of drawers, a gilded mirror on the wall above. In one corner, a copper tub sits 
steaming, the faint smell of rose and hibiscus wafting through the air—clean white linens draped 
over the sides. 


He gets to his feet, walking barefoot across the wooden floor to dip his fingers into the warm, 
fragrant water. The heat is like a gentle kiss against his clammy skin, too exquisite to resist. With a 
furtive look around, he pops the buttons on his trousers and slips them off, letting his shirt hang 
loose around his thighs as he steps in. 


He sinks his tender body into the basin just as Elizabeth reappears in the doorway, and he watches 
her rifle through the wardrobe, picking out a stack of clothes that are presumably meant for him. 
As she turns, she gives him one long, measured look and says, "There's no need to be coy, Jack. I 
know what you're hiding under there." Then, as Jack only blinks at her, she walks closer, crouching 
by the side of the tub, and adds in a softer tone, "If you take off the rest of your clothes, I can have 
them washed for you properly." 


He looks into her eyes, sees the silent apology there, the sudden doubt, and just as she's about to 
give in and leave, Jack shifts to pull his arm free of his sleeve. She doesn't look at him as he gets 
undressed, yet the air around them seems suddenly charged, heavy with the words left unsaid. 
How? He wants to demand, but he feels too fragile, too exposed, as he pulls the binding free from 
his ribs. Finally, he reaches for his hair to untangle the old piece of cloth, pushing the bundle of 
filthy clothes over the side of the tub in a dripping heap. 


Elizabeth gathers them silently, eyes averted as she gets to her feet. Jack sinks low behind the rim 
of the tub, listening to her footsteps recede across the floorboards, the sound of the backdoor 
swinging shut in her wake. 


It takes him a long time to scrub himself clean. The water goes tepid and opaque, a murky sludge 
by the time he reaches for the bucket of clean water that's been left on the side, to give himself a 
final rinse. After drying, he dresses himself in Elizabeth's clothes and reapplies the coal around his 
eyes, letting the short waistcoat hang unbuttoned and loose to cover his chest. He stands in front of 
the mirror, and feels as though his skin no longer sits right around the shapeless expanse of his 
flesh, his limbs twisted, eyes like blackened pools—staring back. Last night's drunken revelation 
still lingers at the edges of his thoughts, but he doesn't want to look at it, especially not now, with 
Elizabeth's words still rattling round his skull as he goes to find her. 


She's kneeling on the ground again outside, bent low over a metal washtub, the sun beating down 
on the back of her neck. She looks worn out, Jack thinks, tired beyond her years and scrawnier than 
he remembers, despite the swelling beneath her billowing shirt. 


"So what exactly is this?” he says, waving his arm around in vague indication. "You're just going to 
dig around in the dirt and raise chickens until that thing pops, in what, two months, tops? What 
then? How will you survive?" 


"I don't really see how that's any of your concern," she says. 


Concern’ is a very strong word," Jack points out. "More like 'morbid curiosity’. 


She ignores him, but he can see the set of her jaw, the sweat beading on her forehead, knuckles 
white against the washboard. He sighs, lowering himself into a crouch. 


"Just tell me why you're here,” he says. “I think you owe me as much, after everything." 


At this, she sits back to glare at him, eyes burning with an anger that seems too raw to be aimed at 
him alone. "Where else would I be, Jack?" she hisses through clenched teeth. "Where would I go? 
There's nothing for me in Port Royal. Everyone I know is dead." 


Jack meets her gaze steadily, and lets the words scrape through him like bare skin against rocks. 
Naturally, it had been easier to picture her back at the manor, surrounded by servants and various 
members of the British upper crust, but he knows her better than that. Once a captain of her own 
ship, however briefly, and a king amongst thieves, she would have been loath to return to a life of 
polite discourse and political intrigue. She might long for the sea still, but there would be no hope 
of leaving this island now—not in her condition. 


Solitude then, he thinks, would be the only viable choice, and to mourn her losses away from folk 
who would rather gorge themselves on her misfortune than offer any genuine support—her only 
blessing that of the money left by her father in the absence of any brothers to rob her of it. 


Despite his own discomfort—despite the way she's able to crawl so easily beneath his skin and 
touch nerves that should have been numb to him by now—he feels for her, and finds himself 


wishing there were more he could do to wash the stain of grief from her tired eyes. 
“Does William know about the baby?” he asks. 


“Not yet," she admits in a clipped tone, as if daring him to disagree, but Jack has no such 
intentions. What good would it do to worry the boy, except to ease her own burden? Infuriatingly 
stubborn though she may be, he can't help but admire her courage. He always has. 


Getting to his feet, he says, "I'll just go get that shopping then, shall I?" 


“Please,” she mutters, wiping an angry tear from the corner of her eye, and Jack leaves her there on 
the ground, knowing full well that she won't accept anything else from him just yet. 


He spends the rest of the day doing chores, trying his best to stay out of Elizabeth's way. He builds 
a new planter, repairs the fence around the chicken coop, boils endless amounts of water for more 
laundry, and spends the last few hours before sundown chopping wood until his palms blister. 


Dinner is a modest affair: salt pork, fried fish, and corn meal served with a side of fresh greens 
from the garden. Elizabeth doesn't ask why he's come, and Jack doesn't offer an explanation. 
Instead, they discuss the practicality of growing tomatoes in the rainy season, and the value of a 
good, organic compost. 


Later, when the dishes have been washed and put away, and the fire has died in the hearth, he finds 
himself hesitating in the bedroom doorway, struck by the sudden whip-crack sensation of doubt. 
He'd been too drunk last night to spare any thought to the impropriety of his imposition, but he has 
to consider it now, whether or not she's able to see it that way. 


She looks up from the page she's been reading, catching his eye, and there's the ghost of a smile at 
the corner of her mouth as she spots him there—hovering. 


"Are you actually waiting for permission this time?" she asks, eyebrow raised. Teasing, Jack 
thinks, and it's that more than anything that pushes him over the threshold, taking a few careful 
steps into the room. 


He reaches for the front of his waistcoat, resentful of the way it makes his shoulders hunch, trying 
to hide the shapes beneath his shirt, when he pulls it off. 


"If not permission,” he says, dropping the garment on a nearby armchair, “then at least the absence 
of loud complaint.” 


"How gentlemanly of you," she comments, drily. 


Jack climbs under the covers, aware of the heat from her body just inches away, the smooth curve 
of her neck as she turns her head to reach for something on the night stand. 


“Here,” she says, and hands him a book. “I think you'll like this one.” 


Jack peruses the cover—Don Quixote by Miguel De Cervantes—and feels her shifting against the 
pillows, her elbow brushing his, briefly, before she settles. 


He cracks the cover open, and wonders whether her apparent ease is due to his lack of certain parts, 
or whether they've simply been through too much together for her to worry about his intentions 
now. But she must know, he thinks, glancing at her delicate fingers spread across the page. She'd 


used it against him once, to save herself and what was left of Jack's crew. She'd played his game, 
and the thrill he'd felt—that undeniable spark as they danced around each other whilst the world 
burned in their wake—could not possibly have been a mere figment of his imagination. Did she 
know then, what he was? And would it have made a difference, he wonders, if she did? 


“Bold of you to assume I can read,” he says, catching her smiling from the corner of his eye. 


She shrugs. “I do pay attention.” 


They rise early the next day, woken by the incessant crowing of the cockerel in the yard and the 
bright light of dawn spilling through dusty windows. Elizabeth sends him to collect eggs and water 
for coffee, and they take breakfast in the garden under a cloudless, powder blue sky. Jack offers to 
fix up the boat so she doesn't spring a leak after the baby comes. Elizabeth accepts the offer 
graciously and pours him more coffee. Bizarrely, it doesn't feel strange to make vague plans to 
visit town together soon, despite the fact that Jack only just arrived, and there's still the chance that 
he might be carrying the brother or sister of Elizabeth and Will's unborn love child. 


Swallowing a wave of nausea at the thought, he puts the cup back in its saucer with a clatter. 
“T'll go check on the boat,” he says, and gets to his feet. 


He walks barefoot down the hill, and stands in the shallows for a moment to feel the cooling waves 
lap around his ankles, and to convince himself that he's still got time—that there's no need to rush 
off to Tortuga before his body's had time to present any kind of evidence of potential betrayal. The 
wind catches his hair, pulling gently at his clothes, and at length, he makes himself climb into the 
boat and begin inspecting the woodwork. 


After some time running his hands along smooth planks and peering into crevices, he determines 
that she's in good shape. He doubts he'll be able to find any wood rot on such a young vessel, but 
it's still worth checking the hull for barnacles and adding a fresh coat of tar to prevent leakage, like 
he'd promised. 


He secures her a little further up the beach, tying her mooring lines to the most sturdy looking trees 
he can find, and leaves her there to go in search of supplies while waiting for the tide to recede and 
expose her belly like a stranded whale. Like Jones's pet, he thinks darkly on his way up the hill, 
and tries not to recall the twinge of sympathy he'd felt for the beast in the end, or the deeper, more 
unsettling feeling of regret as he stood there on the beach and the full impact of Beckett's ambition 
washed over him; as Hector spoke to him softly, calling him /ad in that strangely affectionate way 
he'd sometimes used when Jack was being unreasonable and no amount of abuse, shouted or 
otherwise, would work. 


Bastards, he thinks, the lot of them, and has to bang about in the tool shed for a bit until he's 
managed to distract himself sufficiently to forget about the men who have tried, albeit 
unsuccessfully, to break him. 


He works on the Jolly Mon for most of the day, aware of nothing but the seductive smell of boat 
soup and the cries of seagulls circling overhead. Elizabeth brings him biscuits and fruit around 
midday, and in the evening, after finishing up one side of the boat and dragging himself back up 
the hill, body aching and hands covered in tar, he finds her waiting with a stew over the fire and the 
table set for two, candles burning softly in the twilight. 


“Where did you learn to cook?” he asks, after making a half-hearted attempt at washing his hands 


before taking a seat. 


“All women learn how to cook,” she shrugs, dipping a piece of bread into her bowl and tearing it 
with her teeth. “It's part of the wifely duties.” 


Jack considers this for a moment. “What else did they teach you?” 

“Cleaning,” she says with a grimace. “Sewing and mending. Servant management.” 
He grins. “Bet you despised that.” 

“T'm better with a sword,” she confirms, eyes twinkling, and Jack holds her gaze. 


“T'd bet on that as well,” he says quietly, not missing a beat, and it's entirely worth it, he thinks, 
even after she's kicked him in the shin, to see the blush that spreads across her cheekbones, and the 
reluctant smile in its wake. 


They take the boat to Port Royal a few days later, to stock up on supplies. 


After an hour or two at the market, Jack spots an antiques shop and manages to slip inside the 
moment Elizabeth's back is turned. He walks along the rows, running his fingers over dusty 
furniture and broken ornaments, lifting lids, opening drawers—until his gaze falls on a battered 
guitar, half hidden underneath a pile of moth-eaten gowns. He picks it up, inspecting the chipped 
red varnish, holding it to his chest for a moment to brush a thumb over rusted strings, one of them 
missing entirely. The shop bell jingles, and he glances up to see Elizabeth at the door, head slightly 
tilted to the side, watching him. He grins sheepishly, dropping his gaze to pluck a few more 
screeching notes from the instrument. As he looks back up, she has her purse out, dropping a few 
coins into the hand of a surly looking shopkeeper. 


She smiles at the man, impeccably polite, and Jack feels a gentle tug behind his ribs, a slight 
stirring of something strangely innocent and utterly naive as he watches her turn and walk towards 
him, skin flushed and gleaming in the midday heat. 


“T suppose we'll have to get it re-stringed,” she says, touching a finger to the neck where the wood 
lies exposed. “I'm sure the shop around the corner will do it.” 


The music shop is small and cramped, full of gleaming metal and dark, polished wood. Elizabeth 
hands over the guitar, and Jack spends several long minutes touching up the brass instruments 
while the shop owner gives him the evil eye from across the room. He doubts the man would dare 
say anything—not when Jack is a paying customer and clearly accompanied by the former 
governor's daughter. 


There must be so many rumours, he thinks, about her and her family, about the pregnancy, and 
now the raggedy sailor (pirate) that's been seen following her around. Jack knows he stands out in a 
crowd—he's spent his entire life making sure it's for the right reasons—but Elizabeth must have 
been used to a very different experience once, before getting herself involved with the likes of him. 
Yet as he catches her eye across the room, with his fingers curled suggestively around a 
particularly hefty trombone, he can tell she wants to laugh, the corners of her mouth twitching. 


“You're a menace,” she mutters as they leave, taking his arm in a rare gesture of intimacy that 
catches Jack entirely off guard. 


“T should hope so,” he says, suppressing a shiver at the press of her fingers on the inside of his 


forearm. “Don't want people getting the wrong idea.” 
“People have no idea what to make of you,” she says, frankly. “Nor of me.” 
“And does that bother you?” 


She smiles, but it's a brief thing, tinged by the shadow of regret even as she gives his arm a gentle 
squeeze—reassuring. “I don't regret my choices,” she says, “and I'd rather be seen for what I am 
than what they want me to be.” 


Jack feels a distant ache, like the phantom sting of an old scar, and a tenderness that swells like a 
sail by the sea-breeze, in his chest. On impulse, he drapes an arm around her shoulders, pulling her 
to his side. 


“Good girl,” he mutters, and feels her arm settle around his waist. 


They take the boat back as the afternoon bleeds into evening, the sea a dazzling mirror of glittering 
light. Jack watches Elizabeth watch the sea, and feels a longing well up that doesn't seem tied to 
anything in particular, or maybe everything at once. He longs for the sun and the moon and the 
vast reaches of the sky, yet he is content, and when she puts her hand in his to climb ashore, he 
thinks that maybe he's been fortunate, after all, to have been afforded this respite. 


They put away the shopping, and make dinner, and once the kitchen has been tidied and more 
wood has been brought in to stoke the flames, they pull up chairs in front of the hearth. Elizabeth 
attempts to make progress with her needlework while Jack fetches the guitar, unwilling to keep his 
hands idle despite the late hour. 


"Do you even know how to play that thing?" she asks, as he begins to pluck softly at the strings. 


"My dad tried to teach me once, when I was a lad," he admits, "though I confess to having little 
patience for it at the time." 


She regards him for a moment in silence as he pulls experimentally on a tuning peg, and he can 
sense her apprehension, as if she's deliberating whether or not to voice her next question. 


He catches her eye. "What?" 
"Have you always been a man?" 


He strums the next string, twisting the peg carefully. A smile tugs gently at the corner of his 
mouth, and he gives in to it, charmed in spite of himself at her boldness, and the way she makes 
him want to tell the truth even when a lie might have come easier, in the past. He's never talked 
about his childhood, and the few lovers he's kept never bothered to ask how he felt being trapped in 
a body that simply doesn't allow for the kind of freedom he's always craved. But she's different, he 
thinks, and too clever not to want to know. He supposes he owes her this. Presumably it changes 
nothing. 


"I was just a kid when my father took me to sea,” he says at length. “Dressed me up as a boy for 
my own protection. As I got older, his reasons became rather clear to me—surrounded, as I was, by 
filthy pirates—but I never knew any other way to live. My only experience of the fairer sex was 
that of bar wenches and ladies of the night.” 


"But you've known women since," she points out, the embroidery lying forgotten in her lap. 


"A few," he agrees, remembering vividly the bizarre circumstances under which he'd found himself 
tied up with Tia Dalma and her crazy band of mystics, not to mention the time he'd quite sincerely 
mistaken a Spanish convent for a brothel. 


"And did you ever regret it?" 


Jack laughs, genuinely amused by the notion. "There's nothing to regret, love," he smiles. "It's a 
man's world, though there's little sense to it. Manhood is a matter of privilege, nothing more." 


She tilts her head, lips slightly parted as she continues to regard him in the flickering light. 
“That makes a surprising lot of sense,” she says at last. “Coming from you.” 


Jack feels his grin widen, his fingers finding the first chord to launch him into a terrible rendition 
of the song she'd taught him once, on the shores of Rum Runner's Isle. She laughs, and the sound is 
like the breath of the sea against his skin—beautiful and wild. 


He plays her more songs, anything he can remember from his father's repertoire, and she tells him 
stories of her own childhood: of the crossing from England when she met Will, of endless dinner 
parties, banquets, and balls. Of an aching loneliness—and the long hours in the library, looking for 
escape. 


Jack leans back in his chair, the tips of his fingers stinging, and feels a buzzing under his skin like 
rum coursing through his veins though he hasn't had a drink in days. He watches the flames dance 
across her skin, and feels an urge, like ravenous hunger, to reach out and chase the darkness from 
her eyes. To push past the broken boundaries of expectation and draw the pain from her mouth like 
poison from a wound. 


Yet in the end, it's her open expression that gives him pause, and the memory of her lips, wet and 
soft, and tinged by the rustling of shackles closing around his wrist. 


They go to bed on opposite sides of the mattress, and Jack lies listening to her shallow breathing— 
his own heavy heartbeat—as the seconds tick by. 


“How long were you on the Dutchman?” she whispers, suddenly, and Jack startles despite knowing 
she must still be awake. 


“Difficult to say,” he mutters, which isn't a lie. He's not entirely sure he's still capable, with her. 
"Long enough to start worrying about growing barnacles in uncomfortable places.” 


Elizabeth is quiet for long enough that he starts to wonder if she's lost interest, until her voice 
comes floating through the dark once more. “Did you sleep with him?” 


Jack opens his eyes, staring blindly up at the darkened ceiling. He can feel the moment stretch and 
bend around them like molten glass, each second threatening to make it shatter. “Not against his 
will,” he says, at last. 


“IT know,” she whispers, and the air leaves him in a rush. “And I can't blame him.” 


Jack shifts to look at her, but all he can make out is the outline of a body—a deeper blackness 
where her eyes ought to be. He feels her shift, turning away from him, and then a whisper—a 
request: 


“Hold me?” she asks. 


He hesitates, just a moment, before shuffling over to slip an arm around her waist. She gives a soft 
sigh, and he dares to curl his fingers around hers, against her belly, and push his nose into her hair, 
breathing her in. Finally, his chest unclenches, and his pulse begins to slow with the steady rise and 
fall of her breath—the soft sound of snoring as she falls asleep in his arms. 


He thinks of Will, and that particular comfort. He thinks of Will, and closes his eyes. 


He wakes slowly, awareness filtering through his dreams like sunlight through a canopy of leaves. 
He inhales the smell of sleep-sweet skin at the nape of her neck, a strand of hair tickling his nose as 
he shifts. She's still pressed firmly to his front, neither of them having moved a muscle in the night, 
and every limb feels lead-like with sleep and shared body heat. He stretches, carefully so as not to 
wake her, and notices a dull ache spreading from his lower back, curling into his abdomen; a slick 
wetness between his legs, fingers stained red as he reaches down to confirm. 


He rolls onto his back, and feels weak with relief and gratitude. 


Elizabeth sleeps on as he climbs out of bed, padding across the floor to the wardrobe with its neat 
piles of clothes and linens, contemplating his choices before pulling out a large sheet that can easily 
be replaced on their next trip to town. In the kitchen, he tears off a long strip to tie around his waist, 
looping it between his legs, and uses most of the cloth as a makeshift rag to soak up the worst of 
the blood. It's a process he's gone through hundreds of times—a stark reminder of where he is now, 
and how he has to make a choice, sooner or later, of where he's going next. 


"Jack?" comes Elizabeth's sleepy voice from the doorway. "What happened to the sheet?" 
"Nothing," he says, flashing a smile. "Just man stuff. I'll put the kettle on, shall I?" 


She hums, and brushes past him, wandering outside. Jack watches her through the window; she 
stands in the garden with her face to the sun and the wind from the sea pulling at her nightgown, 
straining against her belly. He watches her yawn and brush the hair from her face. He watches her, 
and waits for the kettle to boil, and thinks, J could stay. 


He pulls cups and saucers from the cupboard, and the teapot, and little silver spoons, and thinks, 
she might want me to. 


The room fills with the scent of bergamot as he pulls the lid off the tea tin. The kettle begins to 
whistle, and he thinks, J want to stay. 


They build a routine, of sorts, in the days that follow. Jack carries out whatever chores she asks of 
him, usually something that requires more heavy lifting than her late pregnancy will allow, and 
Elizabeth spends most of her time experimenting in the kitchen or tending to the vegetables out 
back. They take regular meals three times a day, with tea breaks in between, and sometimes they 
go for walks along the beach to search for shells and tumbled sea glass to put around the flower- 
beds. 


They spend the evenings reading, or playing cards, and sometimes Jack will play the guitar badly 

while Elizabeth continues to work on the cross-stitch that she'll probably never finish, and usually 
she'll fall asleep in the armchair and Jack will have to pry the book or needlework from her hands, 
but she'll smile at him when she wakes, and he'll help her to bed when her back gives out. 


They sleep pressed together and contained, and every morning he wakes with the same disorienting 


feeling of disbelief to find her there, still curled against his chest or sprawled at his side, ankles and 
feet bare on top of the sheets. He'll look at her and he'll think, is this allowed? Is this what Will 
would have wanted? 


One night, he wakes to the sound of cannons splintering wood, raised voices and feet running 
across deck, and he's reaching for his belt, his weapons, heart hammering in his throat as a quiet 
whimper finally breaks the spell. He can barely see through the dark, but he can feel Elizabeth's 
body move, her breathing short and panicked as he reaches for her, catching a wrist to hold her still. 


“Elizabeth,” he mutters, shuffling closer. “Wake up. Elizabeth-” 


She gasps and jerks awake, chest heaving, her skin clammy against his palm as he strokes her arm, 
soothingly. 


“Just a dream,” he mumbles, and feels her fingers touch the side of his face, curling around his 
neck, pulling him down into a sudden, bruising kiss—clumsy and desperate in ways he doesn't 
fully comprehend. 


She takes his hand and moves his palm to her breast, the nipple hard beneath the thin layer of her 
gown, and he groans, unable to hold back the instant wave of want as her tongue slips past his 
teeth. He lets his thumb rub her through the dress, swallowing the keening sounds tumbling from 
her lips, and feels her knees part as his hand moves down, past her belly, lifting the hem of her skirt 
to press his fingers against the silky flesh beneath. 


And here, he feels entirely at ease, with her trembling breath in his ear, heat coiling in his stomach, 
and her body like the ocean he's spent his life learning how to read. He buries his nose in her hair 
and breathes in the fragrant sweetness of her scalp, listening to the hitch in her breath, the 
involuntary jerk of a leg as he touches her just so, and her fingers fist in his shirt as he catches her 
mouth with his teeth, tasting her desire. 


At the first flutters of muscles ready to seize, he slips two fingers inside her and listens to her 
stuttering breath, triumphant as her hips rock up to meet his thrusts. 


"Come on, darling," he whispers against her ear. "Come for me, love." 


And her spine arches, like a majestic sea creature breaking the surface of the waves, and he drinks 
in the sound of her pleasure, the rhythmic contractions of her release as he fucks her gently through 
it, letting her come to rest, utterly spent, against his side. 


He feels her grip around his shirt weaken, her hand falling away as sleep overcomes her and she 
drifts off almost instantly, with the sweat still cooling on her brow. He lets out a breath, and lies 
back against the pillows, feeling the erratic fluttering of his heart like a wild bird in his chest, skin 
prickling with the itch of his own boiling blood, and yet there is joy tucked into the confines of his 
ribs, expanding with every breath. 


He rolls over, and waits for the fever to subside. The happiness, meanwhile, remains. 


Upon waking, he finds that the room has filled with the golden light of midday sun, and the bed is 
empty, the sheets cool to the touch as he reaches out to feel for her. Lying perfectly still, ears 
straining, he catches the sound of clinking china, and before he has time to work himself into a 
senseless panic, Elizabeth appears in the doorway with two cups of steaming tea and an odd look 


on her face, as if uncertain whether smiling would be considered the proper thing to do. 


“Morning,” he rasps, gazing at her in the doorway, and she approaches almost timidly, taking a 
seat on the side of the bed. 


“Morning,” she says, handing him one of the cups. 


“Ta.” He pushes himself into a sitting position, holding the cup awkwardly, trying not to spill it all 
over himself while she's watching. 


“T thought we might run some errands in town today,” she says. “There's the pieces for the crib I 
ordered, and we're running low—oh—” 


She falls silent, hand drifting to her stomach, and when he catches her eye she's smiling like she 
can't help herself, as if her happiness, in this moment, is simply too large to contain. And Jack finds 
himself reaching for it too, placing his hand against her belly and letting her guide him to the right 
place, to feel the tiny foot beneath her skin, pressing feebly against his palm, and it's not the first 
time he's felt the baby kicking but it's the first time it's made him aware of just how deeply he feels 
for a person he doesn't even know yet—for this life he never thought he'd have. 


And here, he thinks, is Captain Jack Sparrow revealed, and he realises that it may as well be his 
heart locked away in that chest, his freedom forfeited in exchange for this simple feeling—this easy 
intimacy with which Will, too, had so effortlessly graced him—and the knowledge that their joy 
can belong to him as well. Dependency, he thinks, had looked so unpleasant from afar, an 
unfortunate by-product of attachment, yet in the early morning quiet of their shared awe it doesn't 
feel like confinement at all. 


And love, he thinks—feeling the word ripple through him like the spike of adrenaline before a 
fight—may not always come with shackles. 


“How long?” he says, lifting his gaze to meet her eyes. 


“Soon,” she says, and he can't tell if she's afraid, or if she's merely brave enough to conceal it, but 
the dread churning in his own gut feels real enough even as he does his best to return her smile. 


“Better get that crib ready then, eh?” 


That evening, Jack lies on top of the covers and tries very hard to read the new novel he picked up 
in town, listening to the sound of rain pattering against leaves through the open window, and the 
familiar rattling of dishes in the sink as Elizabeth tidies up after an unremarkable dinner, and 
everything remains as it were, even if it isn't. He reads the same sentence twice, and then a third 
time, before finally giving up and closing his eyes, allowing his mind to return to that memory fully 
which has rattled around his brain all day as he sailed the boat to Port Royal and carried the 
shopping and built an entire crib with his own bare hands just because she asked him to. 


“Jack.” 


He opens his eyes slowly, and finds her seated across from him—waiting. Her hair, usually tied up 
in a bun atop her head or a braid, hangs soft and loose around her shoulders, her mouth like a 
reddened, wet wound—eyes dark beneath sun-bleached lashes. Her expression, though empowered 
by the thrill of her own daring, shines with youthful nerves as she reaches for the buttons of her 
dress, and Jack watches with sluggishly dawning comprehension as they begin to come undone. 


He sits up, oblivious to the way the book clatters to the floor by the sudden movement, and reaches 
for her, watching her eyes fall shut as his hand graces the side of her neck, barely touching. 
Inexplicably, he thinks about trying to dissuade her, as if now is the time to grow a conscience 
about these things and somehow rob her of all agency in the same breath, but the blatant hypocrisy 
of it all—the fact that he'd so readily trusted Will to make his own choices—is perhaps, he thinks, 
the predominant reason why he manages to keep his big mouth shut in the end, and just kiss her. 


They come together like crashing waves, reckless and ungraceful, but he can feel her smile against 
his lips, her breathless laughter in his ear as he begins to fumble with the remaining buttons on her 
dress. 


“Come on, come on—” he mutters, and she shrugs the sleeves over her shoulders, letting the 
garment pool around her hips once it opens enough to slip past her belly. 


“Your turn,” she gasps, though Jack's lost in the feel of her breast against his palm, the smell of 
sunshine and salt and rich earth in the hollow of her throat. “Jack!” she laughs, trying to lift the 
hem of his shirt past his armpits, and he only hesitates for a moment before lifting his arms 
dutifully, trying to ignore the old twinge of fear that never truly goes away no matter how many 
lovers he takes or how many people he manages to convince. 


He takes the binding off himself, unwinding the cloth and rolling his shoulders back, straightening 
his spine. She lets her gaze drop unashamedly to his chest, her palms pressed to his ribs, and when 
she looks up there's a brilliant smile stretching her mouth, and Jack lets out the breath that's lodged 
in his throat, smiling crookedly back whilst his heart pounds in terrified delight. 


“Do you trust me?” he murmurs, brushing an errant strand of hair away from her face. She leans in 
to press her lips to the corner of his mouth, still smiling. 


“Of course,” she whispers, and he feels it like a shiver up his spine, like the sharp edge of 
burgeoning arousal, even as her hands slip from his skin and he lays her down against the pillows, 
sitting back to place his hands atop her knees, easing them apart. 


She watches him with heavy-lidded eyes as he lowers himself between her thighs, feeling her 
fingers bury in the thick locks framing his face, trinkets jingling. And then she gasps, and twists 
her fingers in his hair, and he can hardly believe he is this close to Elizabeth Turner, née Swann, 
and she hasn't kicked him out of bed yet. The thought spurs him on, making him bolder, and 
though he could make it last—bringing her to the edge over and over only to pull back at the last 
second, getting her to beg—he ends up doing no such thing, because she is pregnant, and very 
young, and Jack is rather hoping that there will be time for it later, if she'll still have him once the 
novelty wears off. 


““Jack—* she whines, pulling at his hair, and he ends up giving her exactly what she wants just to 
hear the trembling sound of her voice breaking through the muffled silence, and the rain drumming 
on the windowsill, and the deafening thundering of his own rabbiting heartbeat, in his ears. 


“Come here,” she mumbles, when it's over, and Jack has to wipe his face on a corner of the sheet 
before crawling up to lie at her side, breathless and shaking. She kisses him deep and slow, prying 
him open inch by inch—wringing him dry with her hands on his skin and her tongue in his mouth 
—and when she reaches for the front of his breeches he is desperate enough not to give a single 
fuck about his naked body on display in the flickering candlelight. “What do you need?” she 
whispers, hooking a thumb inside the waistband and tugging. 


“Anything,” he pants, against her mouth, feeling the worn material slide over his hips, bunching at 
his knees. 


“Tell me,” she insists, and Jack kicks his breeches to the end of the bed, propping himself up on 
one shaky elbow. 


“Come down a bit,” he instructs quietly. “On your back, that's it.” He looks at her flushed face, her 
rounded belly beneath swollen breasts, and hesitates. “You don't have to,” he murmurs, trying to 
ignore the ache in his chest, and the insistent throbbing between his sweat-slicked thighs. 


“T want to,” she smiles, lazy and content, and Jack chooses in that moment to believe her. 


Slowly, he reaches for the headboard, pulling himself up so he can swing one leg over her chest, 
legs trembling. She grips the back of his thighs, pulling him closer, and Jack lets his head fall 
forward on a shuddering groan, feeling as though he's about tear slowly at the seams. 


“Please—*‘ he mumbles, “Please, don't stop—’ And then, far sooner than he would have wished, 


“Fuck—* 





He comes with his eyes squeezed shut, his hands gripping the headboard so tight he fears it might 
splinter beneath his fingers, and there is the sweet lick of ecstasy deep inside his gut, flaring up and 
out and setting every nerve aflame, until he is pulsing with it—writhing, and his lips go numb with 
pleasure. 


Slowly, he releases his grip and manages to climb off her, falling in a graceless heap by her side. 
He can feel her roll over to look at him, and suddenly he's laughing—breathless and euphoric with 
the last of his release. 


“Good?” she says, grinning, and Jack manages to slip an awkward arm under her neck and pull her 
close. 


“Don't let it get to your head,” he mutters, hiding his smile against her sweat-damp skin. She snorts 
and slings an arm around his waist. 


“Jack?” 
“Hm?” 
“Will sent you here, didn't he? To check on me?” 


Jack flattens his palm against her spine, feeling the heat radiate up his arm, and thinks about the 
way he can feel Will's presence everywhere he goes in this house, and perhaps now is as good a 
time as any to acknowledge it. “Aye,” he agrees, finally. “So he did.” 


“How is he?” 


He takes a breath, letting the stillness of the moment collect inside his lungs, gazing up at the 
darkened ceiling. “Well, you know William,” he murmurs, allowing himself the memory of that 
surreal encounter, the uncomplicated happiness he'd felt being back at sea—being cared for. “That 
boy has got more courage than the Royal Navy combined. He's a great captain. His crew adore 
him, and Bootstrap is in heaven.” He laughs quietly. “I've never seen him so lively.” He shifts, 
turning on his side to look at her, and she's smiling but it's a brittle thing, marred by a loss that's 
still too fresh to fully conceal. Jack feels the laughter die in his throat as he watches a bead of 
moisture gather in the corner of her eye. “I'm not trying to replace him,” he whispers, feeling her 
sadness like bile gathering on his tongue. 


“That's not what this is,” she whispers back, pressing a wet kiss to his mouth, and there's relief 
there too, he thinks, in no longer having to pretend that Will's absence isn't felt, and that they both 


don't wish it were otherwise. “What happened to your ship?” 


Jack feels his mouth quirk, though there's nothing humorous about the question other than, 
perhaps, its timing. “The Pearl's long gone,” he admits, the confession dropping like a tumbling 
weight off his tongue, strangely freeing in its humiliating honesty. “Hector made off with her and I 
have no one to blame but myself.” 


“T'm sorry,” she says, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand, and Jack reaches past her to douse 
the candle on her night stand, pulling the blanket up and around her shoulders. 


"Don't be," he tells her, and finds that he means it, because there's always a cost to be paid in the 
end, he knows, and for what he's gained he can probably consider his score settled. "She's only a 
ship, love." 


Henry 


It happens on a Wednesday. They've talked about little else for weeks, yet Jack feels entirely 
unprepared when Elizabeth screams his name from the garden and he runs out, ricocheting off the 
doorstep, to find her standing in a puddle of wet earth, cradling her stomach and grimacing in pain. 


“It's time,” she says. “You need to go.” 
“Should you be left alone? What if it—” 
“Jack.” 


They've talked about this, too. He knows about childbirth. He knows that it will take time for the 
baby to move into position, and for her body to adjust. He knows that everything has already been 
arranged and discussed in great detail with the midwife, and he knows that Elizabeth would have 
been in Port Royal already if it weren't for the fact that she'd rather give birth at home and Jack had 
offered to bring help when needed. But he's also aware of the dangers, and finds himself hesitating 
even now to leave her side. 


“You have a job to do,” she reminds him while making her way slowly up the steps towards the 
bedroom. And so he does. 


Jack finally manages to move from the doorway and follow her inside. He goes to the kitchen first, 
filling a jug of water and placing it on her night stand. Next, he heads to the wardrobe, discarding 
his unwashed shirt and replacing it with a clean one with buttons that hold his sleeves together 
around his wrists. He buttons up the waistcoat too, and covers his calves in the ridiculous stockings 
that Elizabeth bought for him along with the shoes she insisted is the latest fashion in London. He 
ties his hair back, and covers most of the trinkets with his hat. 


“You look handsome,” she says, managing a weak smile as she lays back against the pillows. 


Jack gives himself a cursory glance in the mirror, having time to wonder briefly what she really 
sees when she looks at him, with or without the proper clothing. “I look like a twat,” he says, 
reaching for his coat. 


“The letter's on the desk.” 
Tucking it safely inside a pocket, he turns in the doorway to look at her. 


“You'll be alright,” he says, trying for reassurance where his gut supplies another instinct entirely. 


The address she's given him is for a town house not far from the governor's mansion, and Jack 
doesn't think he's ever been near such a fine residence without the explicit intention of robbing it. 
According to Elizabeth, the man of the house had been a friend of her father's, and his wife the only 
trained midwife she'd trust enough to invite into her home. Thankfully, the gate isn't locked, but as 
expected, the door opens to reveal a bored looking servant, regarding him with thinly veiled 
scepticism as Jack does his best to appear non-threatening. 


"I'm here for Mrs Ives," he announces, schooling his accent into something a little more refined. 
"It's urgent." 


The servant nods and closes the door in Jack's face, leaving him to impatiently shift his weight 
from foot to foot as the seconds tick by. Finally, the door swings open again, and he's met with the 
sight of a tall, severe-looking woman of indeterminate age that certainly gives the impression of 
being competent, if not particularly impressed by Jack's efforts to dress respectably. 


"And who might you be?" Her voice is deep, her dark eyes inscrutable. 


"I'm here on behalf of Elizabeth Turner," he says. With less flourish than he would have normally 
employed, he slips the letter from his pocket and hands it over. She takes it with delicate fingers 
and unfolds the small piece of parchment, reading it carefully as Jack counts down the seconds 
inside his head. 


"So you're the 'family friend'," she says at last, raising an eyebrow. "Mr Sparrow, is it?" 


He tamps down the automatic urge to correct her, instead gracing her with a forced smile. "Yes, 
ma'am," he confirms. 


"Very well. I shall have my servants prepare my carriage." Then, as an afterthought, she adds, "I 
trust you're able to make it back the way you came?" 


He would have taken his hat off and given her an extravagant bow if it weren't for the tightness in 
his chest, the anxious prickling of his skin, and so he nods, and leaves, and doesn't spare a single 
thought to the wealth that could be gained from doubling back and climbing through a window. 


He sinks his toes into the sand, and squints up towards where he knows the house to be nestled 
among an outcrop of trees. He's discarded the stockings and the dainty shoes, and as he begins to 
make his way up the hill, he unbuttons the waistcoat all the way to try to relieve some pressure 
around his aching ribs. It doesn't help much, and he's not about to loosen the cloth around his chest 
while there's a stranger in the house. 


The carriage sits dark and empty on the narrow road outside the front door, and he can hear voices 
inside—but no screams, not yet. The sun is about to set, the sky lit up in stark stripes of red and 
orange like flames visible through the trees, and Jack would have normally taken comfort in such a 
sight, and appreciated the natural beauty of the sun reclaimed by the sea, but what he craves is the 
singular comfort of a bottle and the slow descent into oblivion that will inevitably follow. 


It strikes him as odd that he hadn't foreseen this eventuality in all the weeks he's had to prepare 
himself, perhaps going so far as to bury a secret stash somewhere in the garden when Elizabeth's 
back had been turned, but then again, he reflects, he's had other things on his mind, and other ways 
to fill that empty void of festering doubt. And truthfully, it doesn't seem entirely fair for him to get 
drunk in the chicken coop while Elizabeth is the one suffering the pain of childbirth all on her own. 


Will wouldn't have let her down like that, he thinks. Will wouldn't have let doubt in at all. 


It's been dark for hours by the time the screaming stops, and then the silence gives way once again 
to another sound, another voice that rises and expands and immediately calls for attention with the 
way it carries like cannon fire through the cool early morning air. Jack's sitting on the steps in the 
vegetable garden, shivering slightly in the breeze, and when the door finally opens he looks up to 
see Mrs Ives' stern expression shift into something not unlike surprise, as if she hadn't actually 
expected to see him there. 


Jack blinks at her, a little blinded by the sudden flood of light spilling from the doorway. 
"It appears you're wanted," she says, reluctantly. 


Jack gets to his feet. He's too exhausted to feel vindicated, and his attention is not on Mrs Ives 
either way, as he follows her into the bedroom and takes a careful seat at the side of the bed, 
accepting Elizabeth's hand as she reaches for him. 


“It's a boy,” she whispers, eyes swimming with unshed tears, and she looks about as knackered as 
Jack feels. “Would you like to take him?” 


She hands the baby over to him, and Jack's gaze falls on the tiny, pink fists poking out above the 
linen, the round cheeks, the dark tuft of hair above barely visible eyebrows. He's asleep now, his 
eyes closed, but Jack knows the exact shade of brown they'll be when they open and look at the 
world for the first time. Distantly, he's aware of quiet voices talking, and Mrs Ives gathering her 
things to leave, but it isn't until she calls his name that he manages to tear his eyes away and look 


up. 


“Captain Sparrow,” she says from the doorway. “I trust that you will call on me again should any 
issues arise.” 


He holds her gaze, steady and unblinking, until he's certain she's understood, and then he nods, 
watching her turn and walk through the front door. He looks at Elizabeth. 


“Those stockings must've truly impressed,” he says. She gives a teary laugh that sounds half like a 
sob, her eyes glazed with emotion. "What's his name?" 


"I don't know," she says, wiping a stray tear from the corner of her eye. "Another William seems 
too confusing, doesn't it?" 


"If it were a girl we could have named her Jacqueline." 
There's a pause, and then her lips quirk into a dubious half-smile. "Is that your real name?" 


"My given name," Jack corrects softly. "But everyone just called me Jackie. Dad still does, though 
I don't think he remembers that I was ever a little girl." 


She laughs, a tired thing, but Jack is content just to keep her smiling. "I was thinking," she says 
after a moment, almost hesitant, "that Henry could be nice." 


"Henry?" he repeats thoughtfully. "A name fit for for a king, eh?" 


And as he looks at him, there's a slight flutter, like a cold shiver up his spine, of something like 
terror beginning to grow at the thought of this helpless child relying on him for anything. This 
perfect creature, who doesn't yet know the extent of Jack's crimes or the depth of his weakness, 
who will need protection and guidance, and a great many other things that Jack was never afforded 
growing up among murderers and thieves. That he should be here instead of Will, when he's done 
so little in life to deserve it. 


I will make it up to you, he thinks, lifting the small bundle to press a soft kiss to the crown of 
Henry's head. With everything that I am, I promise you that I will try. 


Henry wakes just after dawn, bleary-eyed and inconsolable in his apparent displeasure with the 


circumstances under which he's found himself, and it's the beginning of a trial of will so gruelling 
that had he known, Jack's not certain he would have been mad enough to attempt it. 


Henry cries and cries, and no amount of soothing or coaxing can get him to latch on when they try 
to feed him, and when Jack puts him in the crib he only cries harder, so he carries him instead 
around the house, going from one room to the next while the noise of Henry's despair echoes 
around the walls. 


Colic, Elizabeth says, which sounds mysterious and vaguely terrifying. He'll grow out of it. 


But to Jack, it feels as though he's angry—as if being alive isn't quite as advertised, and there aren't 
enough tears in the world to express his utter and irrevocable disappointment with it all. And 
though Jack had nothing to do with his conception, he feels increasingly guilty for not being able to 
prove him wrong. For not being able to reach out and pull the moon and the stars from the sky and 
say, look, this is what I'm willing to do for you. Is this enough? Will I ever be able to be enough? 


On the fourth or fifth night, Jack wakes with his heart in his throat, so tired he feels sick, and finds 
that he can't stay in the house another minute. As Henry wails, Jack grabs the last bottle of rum 
from the larder and staggers to the beach, drawn by the smell of rotting seaweed and the scrape of 
waves against rocks. 


He drops onto the ground, head pillowed by white sand, and pulls the stopper from the bottle, 
drinking sloppily, liquid running down his chin into his hair and pooling in the dip of his throat. He 
barely registers the taste, but the burn feels like a comforting hand pressed cool against his 
forehead—purging all thought. 


When he wakes, the sun is just about to crest the horizon, and the air is crisp with the early 
morning breeze coming in from the west. He's a little clammy, a little damp from lying in the sand 
so close to the water, but his head feels clearer than it has for days, and there's warmth spreading 
from the tips of his fingers when he flexes them against his knees. 


For a time, he sits gazing at the sunrise, thinking of the Pearl somewhere out there beyond his 
reach, allowing the ache of that longing to graze his heart only briefly before he turns his thoughts 
to the cottage instead, to the child who couldn't care less whether Jack is his father by blood, and 
the woman who, despite having seen the absolute worst of him, has somehow yet to find him 
wanting. 


With a soft sigh, he gets to his feet and picks up the half empty bottle. Then he trudges back up the 
hill with the sun warm at his back, muttering to the chickens as they run out to greet him. 


The house is quiet, a sleepy hush descended over the bedroom where he finds Elizabeth curled up 
on top of the covers, and Henry sprawled on Jack's side of the bed, his tiny chest rising and falling 
with each slow breath, lost inside his own wonderful dreamscape where everything seems to hurt a 
little less, and at least there's that, Jack thinks, as he retreats into the kitchen to put the kettle on. At 
least there's those few moments of relief. 


He finishes just in time for Henry to give a quiet whimper, and as Elizabeth stirs awake Jack 
scoops up the child and takes a seat against the pillows. 


"He's dry," he tells her quietly. "I think he's just hungry." 


It only takes a few tries this time before Henry mercifully manages a few mouthfuls. Jack strokes 
his downy head and glances at Elizabeth, relieved to see the first smile there in days. 


"I'm sorry I left," he says. 
"I'm glad you came back." 


There is no contempt in her voice as far as Jack can tell, but it makes him feel rather rotten all the 
same. "I just had to get some sleep." 


"Jack," she says. "I know you didn't choose this—" 
"But I did.” He takes a breath, collecting himself. "I did choose this." 
"I was prepared to do this alone.” 


"I'm here because I want to be." She looks at him, finally, and Jack leans forward to press his lips 
against hers. "I want to make it work," he mumbles, against her temple as she turns to adjust her 
grip and coax Henry back to her breast. 


For a long moment she doesn't say anything, and Jack rests his head against her shoulder, watching 
Henry dribble milk all over himself while the day's first rays of sunlight fill the room with a soft, 
golden glow. It feels peaceful, like a brief lull in the storm, and Jack thinks he might be ready this 
time, for when the thunder and lightening come bearing down on him anew. 


“Thank you,” she says at last, after Henry's had his fill and seems only mildly disgruntled with the 
state of things, waving his tiny arms around his head and making the occasional odd noise through 
his nose. “For the tea.” 


Jack snorts and climbs slowly to his feet, pushing both fists against his spine to try and work out 
the kinks in his back. 


“T'll draw you a bath,” he says. “You finish your tea, love.” 


It gets easier with time. Henry is a fussy child, but he is also endearing, and sometimes curious, and 
always precious as he falls asleep on Jack's chest and Elizabeth finds them in the hammock outside, 
napping peacefully in the shade of the swaying palm trees. He learns to smile in addition to the 
crying, and to shriek in delight when he manages to catch one of Jack's locks and set the glittering 
beads swinging. I'm afraid you've got another pirate on your hands, love. This one's obsessed with 
treasure. 


Henry is always happiest when rocked or carried, and Jack begins taking him on long walks along 
the beach, strapped in a makeshift harness against his chest, and they usually find all kinds of 
interesting debris along the way, and Jack will tell him stories of his childhood (of which he 
remembers very little), or embellished versions of his alleged adventures on the seas. He'll talk to 
him through everything he does: how to brew coffee, how to gut fish, how to get the chickens 
rounded up without breaking a sweat. And in the evenings he will read to him—mostly the classics 
—Shakespeare, Miller, Homer, and a bit of The Canterbury Tales before Elizabeth catches wind of 
it and promptly takes it away from him. 


Time moves differently, he finds, and is mostly counted by the new developments in Henry's 
expression: the things he learns, the sounds he makes, the new ways in which he's able to look both 
dubious and judgmental whenever Jack attempts to make him laugh. Elizabeth indulges most of his 
whims, and smiles more in the months after Henry's birth than he's seen in the brief times they had 
together before, but there's a distant look about her sometimes, when her gaze turns to the sea and 
Jack knows her mind is far away from shore—searching for that missing piece of happiness. He 


knows, because his mind goes there too sometimes, and he finds himself walking further and 
further along the coast with Henry on his chest and his eyes shielded from the sun, waiting for that 
strange twist of fate—and for black sails to appear on the horizon. 


And then one day, there is a ship. 


He's halfway down to the beach when he notices and brings himself to a halt. Henry makes a funny 
sort of sound at the sudden movement, and Jack shushes him, squinting against the glare towards 
the vast expanse of water. He's seen merchant ships pass this way before on their way in and out of 
port—the occasional fishing boat—but this is not that. This sloop isn't flying any colours, and she's 
anchored right outside the beach, practically on his doorstep. As he's watching, a small row boat 
detaches from the ship, bobbing on the waves as it begins its slow approach to shore. 


Jack turns and stalks back up the hill—through the garden, scattering chickens as he goes—and 
through the backdoor that they've never bothered to lock as hardly nobody else lives this way and 
they've never had any visitors. He unties Henry from his chest and sets him down in his crib, 
pulling the shirt over his shoulders and ransacking the wardrobe for his binding cloth that he hasn't 
worn in months and that strains across his ribs now, strangely uncomfortable after so long without 
the familiar pressure. He tucks his pistol into his sash and hefts Henry on his other hip. He doesn't 
call for Elizabeth—she left for town less than an hour earlier—and he doesn't stop to consider 
whether it would be safer to leave the child behind. 


The boat is already ashore as he makes it to the bottom of the hill, and a lone figure has climbed 
out to pull it further from the waves. 


“Jack!” The man turns, grinning as he hurries over to where Jack is scowling at him. “It is you!” 


“How did you find me?” he asks, squinting towards the ship and then back at Joshamee Gibbs, 
who's looking a little worse for wear and only just seems to have noticed the child in Jack's arms. 


“Sweet mother of mercy,” he says. “Is that—” 


“No,” Jack interrupts before Gibbs can get it in his head to finish the sentence. “This hell spawn 
belongs to the Turners. What are you doing here?” 


“It's a long story,” Gibbs admits, eyeing Henry a moment longer before turning to Jack with 
renewed cheer. “And better told over a drink, I reckon.” 


“Fine,” Jack relents, “but you better finish it before Elizabeth gets home.” 


He leads Gibbs up the hill and through the garden, increasingly aware of what the cottage and his 
life must look like to his former first mate who hasn't seen him since they parted ways in Tortuga 
all those months ago. Thankfully, Gibbs doesn't say anything until they get inside and Jack 
unceremoniously hands Henry over to him in order to drag the crib into the kitchen, and to find 
them a bottle of something that isn't oil or apple cider vinegar. Henry immediately bursts into tears, 
and Jack sighs, swiping a bottle of cooking sherry from the top shelf while Gibbs yelps in fear. 


“What's wrong with him?” 


“You're what's wrong with him,” Jack says and plucks Henry from his arms. “You smell like the 
bilge, mate.” 


“Well, I'm sorry we can't all bathe in rose water—” 


“You think that's what this is?” Jack cuts him off, surprised by his own indignation, the sharp edge 
to his tone. “You think I'm taking advantage?” 


Gibbs frowns. “It wouldn't be the first time,” he points out, which—well, there was a time, not that 
long ago, when Jack would have stubbornly argued against even the cold, hard facts, but he feels 
weary suddenly, and quite effectively disarmed by Gibbs' genuine confusion. “Jack, she gave you 
to the Kraken.” 


“T had it coming,” Jack mutters, sinking onto a chair as Gibbs helps himself to the sherry. “I didn't 
mean to stay this long.” 


Gibbs eyes him across the table, taking a hearty swig straight from the bottle before offering it to 
Jack, but he waves him off, using both hands to lift Henry to his chest and place a soothing hand 
against his back as he continues to fuss. He expects Gibbs to make a quip, some sort of comment 
about the general domesticity of the situation and the questionable state of Jack's life, but then he 
averts his gaze to inspect the label instead and says, “This all you've got?” 


Jack feels a startled smile quirk the corners of his mouth, and the quick rush of relief as he realises 
that Gibbs hasn't come to pass judgement. “Beggars can't be choosers,” he retorts, settling into the 
chair with Henry drooling against his neck. “Speaking of which, where did you find that sorry 
excuse for a ship?” 


“Your old crew helped me,” Gibbs says, grinning smugly at Jack's surprise, “or what's left of it.” 
“My crew?” 


“Aye,” he confirms. “They found me in Tortuga but a fortnight ago. Had a very interesting story to 
tell, too. Said they'd been viscously attacked—not by the Navy, not by any privateer in the King's 
employ—but by a pirate. The one they call... Blackbeard.” 


There's a dramatic pause, one in which Gibbs is clearly waiting for Jack to have some sort of 
reaction of which he hasn't at all been made aware. “Who the hell is Blackbeard?” he says, at last. 


“Aye, that's exactly what I was thinking,” Gibbs admits, as if relieved that Jack, too, has been 
somewhat out of the loop recently. “But it seems he's the new scourge upon the sea. They say the 
Queen Anne's Revenge has been terrorising these here waters for close to a year now, claiming 
ships for Blackbeard's infamous collection. He came upon the Pearl in the black of night, and by 
some dark magic made the ship turn against her own crew—ropes twisting out of the dark to wrap 
around their ankles, throwing them to the sea. And then—he took her.” 


“He took her?” Jack repeats, the words curdling like old milk in his mouth. 


“Aye,” Gibbs nods solemnly. “He took her and left the crew to die. Most of them didn't make it. 
Those that did got rescued by the Dutchman—that's how they knew where to find you.” 


“Why are you telling me this?” Jack demands, feeling anger surge like scalding liquid through his 
veins. “If the Pearl is sunk—” 


“No,” Gibbs interrupts, shaking his head. “Not sunk—taken. You see, Blackbeard is... a curator of 
famous vessels, let's say. He keeps them all trapped behind glass in his cabin by the same magic 
that causes dead wood and rope to come alive and turn upon their masters.” 


For a long moment, there is utter silence, as if even the birds and the trees are holding their breath. 
Eventually, Jack shifts Henry to his lap and reaches for the bottle of sherry, nearly draining it in 
one swallow. “And Hector?” he asks at last, setting the bottle down with a loud thud against the 


table. 
“Gone,” Gibbs replies darkly. “No one's seen him. Probably drowned before anyone could notice.” 


“Oh no,” Jack says, laughing mirthlessly. “Not Hector. That man's too rotten to die. I bet you he's 
holed up somewhere, scheming as we speak. But he has no leverage—nothing to bargain with...” 


He gets to his feet, setting Henry in his crib before walking out into the hallway where his coat 
hangs on a peg by the door. He slips his hand inside one of the numerous inside pockets, his heart 
beginning to hammer in his throat, and pulls out the scroll he's been carrying for so long he'd 
almost forgotten its value. Walking back into the kitchen, he unrolls it and throws it down onto the 
table, making Gibbs' eyes go wide with shock. 


“The charts,” he breathes, leaning reverently closer. 
“The map to the Farthest Gate,” Jack says. “And the Fountain of Youth.” 


There's a pregnant pause, and then Henry gives a sudden whimper, and Jack startles guiltily, feeling 
the burgeoning swell of triumph in his chest begin to waver. He walks over to the crib, and as he 
reaches down to pick him up, Henry raises his tiny arms and reaches back. 


“You believe Blackbeard would give up the Pearl for these?” Gibbs asks, as Jack lowers himself 
back into his seat. 


“T do,” he says, looking at Henry, who's stuffed a finger in his mouth and is staring up at him with 
his dark, solemn eyes. “She's just a ship to him, no matter how fast or famous.” 


He looks up and sees the spark in Gibbs's eyes—that same flicker of hunger, of hope—that burns in 
his heart too, no matter how hard he's trying not to let it. 


“So you're coming with us?” 


He takes a breath, and his gaze falls on the dishes in the sink—left over from breakfast that 
morning—that he'd promised Elizabeth to wash up before she came back so there would be space 
to put the shopping, and to prepare dinner together with the fresh ingredient she'd bring, and they'd 
talked about baking a cake for dessert, he recalls, and maybe finish that game of draughts. He 
looks around and sees the pebbles on the windowsill. The badly carved figures on the table that 
Henry likes to chew on. The novel he started reading to him only yesterday—and thinks that he'll 
never know what happens now. He'll never find out how it ends. 


“Give me a day,” he says, pressing his nose into the tuft of hair atop Henry's head. 
“To decide?” Gibbs asks. 


“To say goodbye.” 


When Elizabeth returns an hour or two later, Henry is fussing in his crib whilst Jack tries to finish 
drying the dishes, one foot extended to maintain the rocking motion that keeps the strenuous 
illusion of calm from shattering completely. The backdoor slams open rather more forcefully than 
necessary, and then Elizabeth closes the small distance from the door to the crib, stooping to gather 
her son into her arms. 


“There's a ship,” she says, a little breathless. “Did you see it?” 


“T did,” Jack confirms, putting the last plate into the cupboard. “Where's the shopping?” 
“On the boat. Jack, do you know them?” 


He wipes his hands unhurriedly on the towel, and raises his gaze to meet hers. “Aye,” he says. 
“And so do you. One Joshamee Gibbs just paid me a visit.” 


She stares at him in disbelief. “Mr Gibbs was here?” 
At that moment, Henry gives a loud whimper and begins to cry. 


“T'm going to get that shopping,” Jack announces through the commotion, heading for the door. 
“T'll talk to you after the monster is fed, alright?” 


She lets him go, and Jack wanders slowly back down the hill for the third time that day, watching 
the Dying Gull float gently on the waves, lit up by the bright glare of the sun. He doesn't stop to try 
to make out any figures on deck, but turns his gaze instead on the beautifully crafted boat that he's 
lovingly cared for all spring, just to prove to himself that he still can, that it's still in his blood. That 
he is still a pirate—even when he isn't. 


He dumps the heavy crate on the kitchen counter, and finds Elizabeth in the bedroom, seated in the 
comfortable armchair under the window, Henry fast asleep in her lap. Jack carries the crib to the 
end of the bed, and moves the sleeping child carefully so as not to wake him, tucking him beneath 
the covers. When he's done, he takes a seat on the edge of the bed, elbows resting on his knees, and 
finds it difficult to meet her eyes. 


“Gibbs told me the Pearl's been stolen,” he begins. There's a strange buzzing in his ears. His mouth 
feels dry, when he swallows. “By a pirate what calls himself Blackbeard.” 


“And you're going after him?” she says, expression oddly blank. Jack wonders if she's been 
expecting this. 


“T have to,” he says. “She's my ship.” 
“You don't,” she tells him flatly. “You're a pirate—you do what you want. Isn't that the point?” 


His heart is racing again, thundering in his ears, and there's a pressure growing, like a weight 
across his chest, making it difficult to draw breath as he opens his mouth to speak. “I don't want 
you to resent me.” 


“For leaving?” she asks. “Or for staying?” 
He looks at her, and sees only hard edges and his own failings. “Either one,” he breathes. 


She regards him in silence, and Jack has to fight the urge to look away. The air is still—stuffy in his 
lungs—and the pressure has reached his throat; he can taste bile, now. 


“You don't owe me your happiness, Jack,” she says, finally. 
He draws in a sharp breath, almost choking on it. “And if I want to come back?” 
“Then we'll be here.” 


Jack feels his shoulders slump, his head falling forward into his hands, the pressure finally 
reaching its breaking point. He hasn't cried since he was a child, but he does now, and through it he 
hears Elizabeth rise from her seat, feeling the dip in the mattress as she sits down next to him, 


sweeping his hair back from the side of his face. 


“Jack,” she says calmly, her fingers cool against his clammy neck. “I know you. I'm not making 
you choose.” 


He wipes his eyes on the back of his sleeve, leaning back into her touch. As he meets her eyes, he 
thinks how much they remind him of Will's eyes—of Henry's—and how they make him feel, 
inexplicably, like there is hope for him still. 


She kisses him, and as she lays him down against the pillows, her fingers spread across his chest, 
he finds that he no longer wishes to know what it is she sees when she looks at him, because to be 
seen at all, truly, is rare enough, he thinks, not to be spoiled by knowing. 


“T do love you,” he says. 


She smiles at him weakly. “I know.” 


In the small hours of the morning, after Henry's woken them up to be changed and fed and rocked 
back to sleep, Jack lies drifting in and out of dreams, feeling the warmth of Elizabeth's bare skin 
against his side, the peaceful rise and fall of her breathing as he loops an arm around her waist. And 
as the pale light of dawn spills through the windows, he rises and dresses himself in the clothes he 
came in, clean and mended now, and rebraids his hair, drawing black lines around his eyes and 
along his cheek bones. He stands back, and thinks, there he is. There is the man I knew, once. 


When he turns, Elizabeth is blinking at him, bleary-eyed with sleep, and he walks over to crouch 
next to the bed, lifting her hand to press his lips against her knuckles. 


“Tell Will about our son,” she whispers, “when you see him.” 


Jack feels it like a twist in his gut, a sharp tug of boundless longing—of love. More so than he feels 
certain he can bear. “Of course,” he mumbles, against the back of her hand. 


“And don't get yourself killed.” 
“T'm coming back,” he whispers. “You know I will.” 


“T'll keep a weather eye,” she promises, and when he lets go of her hand, she doesn't reach out to 
stop him. 


He doesn't have to wait long for the row boat to be lowered and begin its slow journey to shore. 
The sun rises like a halo behind the ship; it's the time of day when everything is light and 
reflection, and he can't quite make out where the sea ends and the sky begins, everything washed 
out and smudged around the edges, the clouds edged in gold. 


He catches the bow as the boat hits the sand, and pushes to turn it around. Gibbs is grinning at him, 
offering his hip flask as Jack climbs aboard. He takes it, and allows Gibbs to steer them back into 
the waves. 


“Wasn't entirely sure you'd make it,” Gibbs admits, as Jack takes a deep swallow from the flask 
and tries very hard not to choke on the harsh burn down his throat. 


“Ye have little faith,” Jack tells him, feeling the rocking of the waves beneath his feet like he 
imagines Henry must feel in his crib—soothed and cared for—and like everything is going to be 
alright. 


The crew are all waiting for them on deck, and as Jack reaches the top of the ladder he is greeted 
by cheers and grinning faces, all of them known to him, though some less deserving than others. 
There is Marty and Mr Cotton and Mr Cotton's cheeky parrot, and of course Pintel and Ragetti 
managed to survive against all odds, along with the two foolish Navy officers that had indulged 
Jack's ramblings on the fated day that Elizabeth and Will had come into his life. He can only hope 
they make better pirates than soldiers, though something tells him he won't have to worry about 
their loyalty. 


He could yell at them, he thinks, for coming crawling back to him now that their other captain has 
been bested and Jack is the best hope they have of regaining their livelihood. He could have them 
all dismissed, and let Gibbs alone help him sail this piece of rubbish to wherever Blackbeard is 
currently holding court, and he'd be well within his rights to do so after what they did to him. Yet 
in the warmth of the early morning sun, with the wind tugging at his coat as if urging him to make 
haste, he finds little will to blame his men for the ceaseless crimes of Hector Barbossa, knowing 
too well the power of his thrall, and the sweetly worded threats he would have used to convince 
them to join his cause. 


“Alright, hands on deck, you miserable lot!” he calls to them as he climbs the few steps to the 
helm. “Weigh anchor! Prepare to make sail!” 


“Captain, Sir!” Gibbs says as he comes up the stairs after him. “Do we have a heading?” 


Jack unfastens his compass and flips the lid open. The needle begins to move, slowly at first, 
haltingly, before gaining speed—spinning like a mad dog chasing its tail, round and round the dial 
like the passing of time, he thinks, and like the sickening jolt behind his sternum at the thought of 
running out. 


He sighs softly, turning his gaze to the hill where a thin plume of smoke has begun to rise behind 
the tree tops—Elizabeth brewing the day's first cup of coffee as Henry begins to stir in his crib. He 
thinks of hushed morning and lazy afternoons, warm bodies tucked under blankets, tea cups 
steaming and pages fluttering in the breeze. He thinks of Will: of crinkly-eyed smiles and strong 
arms and raucous shanties shouted in the night. Of sharing a quiet bottle under a starry sky. 


And he imagines the Black Pearl, trapped in some dusty bottle on a shelf somewhere, disgraced 
and humiliated and stolen yet again—calling to him across the waves. 


He looks away, casting his gaze to the horizon, and flicks the lid shut. 


“Master Gibbs,” he says, holding the compass out for him. “Will you do us the honour?” 


Epilogue 


On the eve of his most recent endeavour, Jack retreats to his cabin alone to think about Hector 
Barbossa. 


Though Jack has come face to face with his own mortality more times than he can count in his 
long life, he's never before felt so aware of his own age as when forced to witness the sudden 
demise of his oldest associate. For all his shortcomings, Jack no longer has any qualms about 
admitting that he'd loved Hector once, and he realises that he must have come to assume— 
sometime shortly after the first death hadn't stuck—that the man would somehow always be 
around, like an old childhood toy left to gather dust for sentimental reasons alone. 


Jack doesn't know if he'll miss him, but he will always remember him as he once was: with pockets 
full of roguish charm and more ambition than he had any right to act on—greed beginning to fester 
even then, as Jack naively thought he could wield some sort of power over the man's lustful heart. 
Trying to imagine the Caribbean Sea without Hector feels an awful lot like engaging in a game of 
chess with no opponent, or perhaps more like being the last of a dying breed, doomed to live out 
his days in a horrid haze of nostalgia while the world shrinks ever smaller beyond a well-worn 
horizon. What ventures have yet to appeal to an old sea dog like him once the spray has settled? 
What promises does freedom still hold after a lifetime of running away? 


A knock at the door pulls Jack sharply from his reverie, and he takes the time to refill his drink 
while waiting for his first mate to enter. 


"Mind if I join you, Sir?" Gibbs enquires after poking his head inside, and Jack waves him in 
graciously. 


"Fetch yourself a cup, will you?" he says, reluctant to leave his comfortable chair at the table now 
that he's finally able to rest. Gibbs heads straight for the liquor cabinet, surprisingly energetic after 
weeks of hunting for an island that supposedly couldn't be found while being hunted by a vengeful 
crew that supposedly couldn't exist. 


Once seated, Jack pours him a generous helping of rum and waits for Gibbs to raise his glass as 
he's inevitably wont to do on such an occasion. 


"To Hector Barbossa," Gibbs says dutifully after Jack follows suit. "A blackguard he was, through 
and through, but there will be none other like him ever to sail the Seven Seas." 


"Aye," Jack agrees, letting the liquor burn a pleasant hole in the small piece of his heart that still 
has the ability to mourn the undeserving bastard. 


After a respectful pause, Jack says, "How's the children?" 
Gibbs gives him a knowing look. "Fed and put to use, Sir. He's a good lad, that Turner boy." 


"So he is," Jack agrees, unable to keep down a ridiculous swell of pride at the mention. Turning his 
attention back to his drink, he adds, "And the girl's nothing short of a genius. I'm surprised Hector 
had it in him." 


"As are we all," Gibbs nods sagely, "but a fine compensation she was, for all his devilry." 


Jack thinks about the way he'd teased Henry about Carina from the moment they'd sprung her from 
her cell after learning that hers was the same objective as theirs, and how he'd regretted it after 


finding out where she came from. Now, he doubts that it matters, and there might even be 
something vaguely poetic about the whole mess, should things work out the way they're looking. 


He puts their cups together in silent acknowledgement, and Gibbs drains his with businesslike 
efficiency. "So," he says after wiping his mouth on his sleeve, "Will's able to return to shore for 
good this time, eh? Free to live the family life." 


Jack eyes him warily, well-versed in his friend's penchant for unnecessary exposition, but 
suspecting that there might be more to follow—possibly in the form of unsolicited advice—of 
which he seems to be growing ever fonder in Jack's unregimented service. "What of it it?" 


"You've done more for that man than could ever reasonably be expected from anyone, and for the 
missus, too." 


"It's my fault he was chained to that cursed ship in the first place," Jack points out defensively. 


"You saved his life," Gibbs counters without a trace of coyness. "There's no two ways about it. 
Permission to speak freely, Sir." 


Jack considers it a bit late in the conversation to make this request, and either way, it doesn't look 
like Gibbs is willing to wait for it to be granted. With an air of impatience, he waves a hand for him 
to continue. 


"Few pirates ever get the chance to choose a fate different than that what befell Barbossa," Gibbs 
says. "You do." 


At this, Jack feels all of his petty fears rise to the surface like sharks come up to feed on a bleeding 
deckhand. So Joshamee Gibbs thinks he has it figured out. On the one hand, Jack wants to slap him 
over the head for his insolence, but on the other... 


"You're making an awful lot of assumptions," he remarks quietly, impressed in spite of himself as 
Gibbs only leans closer and says: 


"About you or the Turners?" 


It costs Jack a lot of his pride to be the one to break the stare, yet he can't find it in himself to be 
angry with Gibbs. There is no malice in his appeal, no hidden agenda or hope for personal gain. 
Gibbs has everything he's ever wanted, including wisdom of the rarest kind; his only crime that of 
knowing too intimately the whims and fancies of his captain's capricious heart. 


"Over thirty years I've loved this ship," Jack declares at long last, gazing wistfully up at the sturdy 
black beams above their heads. The room is scattered with expensive trinkets, literature, and 
paraphernalia, but Jack's thinking about the ship herself: the parts replaced, the charred hull with 
all its bullet holes and rat filled crevices, along with the memories of each battle wound and every 
glorious voyage. 


"Aye," Gibbs agrees amiably, "and she won't forget it. Her legacy will live on, along with her 
captain's." 


Jack allows the words to wash over him like a soothing balm, seeping into the holes and cracks of 
his fragilely growing resolve. "You'll take good care of her, I trust," he says, less a question than 
the wholly revealing statement of intent that it becomes. 


"For as long as I live and breathe, Captain." 


They reach Port Royal in the afternoon the following day, casting anchor a few miles down the 
coast. Home, Henry had said as they stood at the helm together that morning. Are you coming 
home with us? And Jack had thought about the meaning of that word and how it had always 
seemed to escape him; as a child living with his mother back in England; as a young man sailing 
with his father. Even as a captain of his own ship. Naturally, a pirate's existence does not typically 
allow for such a thing, but looking up at the lush greenery now, imagining the small cottage 
nestled within, he thinks his time there might be the closest he's ever come to something lasting— 
something like what Henry means, which is more than three square meals and a sturdy roof above 
your head. 


"Of course,” he'd told him then. "Someone has to explain all this to your mother." 


Now, as the Pearl lies still and silent beneath his feet and there's no time left to stall, he turns to 
Gibbs and says, "Give me a day. If I'm not back tomorrow, she's all yours." 


"Aye, aye, Captain," Gibbs replies solemnly, and pulls Jack into a crushing embrace. 


To his crew, he says nothing, as he imagines they're all expecting him to come back in the morning 
like he always does. Though he's found that age softens many blows and renders some of life's 
hardships easier to stomach, farewells are not among them, and so he prefers not to dwell on them 
if he can. Instead, he follows Henry and Carina into the waiting longboat, carrying nothing with 
him but his pride, and chooses not to look back. 


"Do you think she'll be cross?" Henry asks from his perch at the stern as they set out. 


"Most assuredly," Jack replies sincerely. "But not with you." 


Elizabeth hasn't made many changes in the years following Jack's departure and subsequent 
repossession of the Pearl. The shed's been spruced up a bit after Henry decided to make it his, but 
the chickens still scurry around their feet as they step through the rickety gate, and the vegetable 
patch is flourishing after nearly two decades of patient care. Even Elizabeth herself appears almost 
unchanged as she bursts through the kitchen door, and though it's been less than six months since 
he saw her last, Jack still aches at the sight of her. 


Henry goes first, holding his mother bravely as she reminds him exactly how long it's been and 
how he'd promised to be back months ago, but the conversation gets quickly derailed once Carina 
is introduced. Admittedly, Henry's never had many friends to speak of, and Elizabeth looks 
appropriately surprised as Carina gives her a polite courtesy and a weak smile. 


"We'll be inside," Henry announces, and pulls her through the door before any more questions can 
be asked. 


"Elizabeth," Jack says in the ensuing silence, and she turns, a look of tired resignation crossing her 
features as he steps forward to pull her into his arms. 


"Oh, Jack," she sighs, resting her chin on his shoulder. "You're late." 


"I know, my darling,” he mutters against her hair, breathing her in, "but it couldn't be helped. We 
had to finish what we started." 


"Finish what?" 


Jack pulls back to look at her. "We found the Trident," he says, giving the statement as much 
gravitas as it deserves. "We broke the curse." 


Her expression is inscrutable, eyes flicking between his as if trying to detect some falsehood to his 
claim. "It can't be found," she states, an edge to her tone that means she doesn't want to believe him 
even if she knows he would never lie to her about this. 


"That's what I thought," Jack agrees, palms sliding down her upper arms in a placating gesture, "but 
Henry insisted—you know what he's like—and then Carina figured it all out. I was just a helping 
hand. Elizabeth—" 


"And you didn't tell me?" she interjects. 


"No, I didn't," Jack confirms, determined to hold his ground. "Because there were no guarantees, 
and no plan aside from finding someone who knew more than we did. I couldn't bloody tell you, 
because if I'd failed you, I'd have had to live with that for the rest of my life." 


She glares at him, palms pressed to his chest as if uncertain whether to push him away or pull him 
close. "You put Henry in danger." 


"Henry takes after his parents," Jack tells her pointedly. "You think I could have stopped him? You 
think I wanted to, if there was even the slightest chance that he could be right?” 


Finally, the frisson of anger fades from her eyes, replaced by something long buried and infinitely 
worse. 


"Elizabeth," Jack says with deliberate calm, curling his fingers around her wrists to stop her from 
running. "He's coming home." 


She doesn't push him in the end, but he can feel her fingers gripping his shirt as she ducks her head 
in defeat. She gives a shudder, and Jack circles his arms around her shoulders before the first sob 
has escaped her throat. Like many times before, he thinks of that day on the Dutchman, after the 
battle, when she'd clung to him as they flew through the air like wayward spirits, the solid weight 
of each other their only shelter from the storm. Only this time, he reflects, his fear is not of sinking, 
but of drifting, having long since recognised his feelings for what they really are: not a prison, but a 
port—and the only true haven that life is likely to afford. 


As Elizabeth lifts her head from his chest, reaching wearily to wipe the wetness from her cheeks, 
he knows he can't regret any of it, regardless of what happens next. 


"Who's the girl?" she croaks, and Jack gives her a rueful smile. 


"She's Hector's kid," he admits. "A complete coincidence, I assure you, and she's a definite 
improvement to her predecessor." 


"I'm sure," Elizabeth mutters drily, but there's the bud of a smile at the corner of her mouth now, 
and Jack wants so badly to see it grow. 


"In fact," he tells her conspiratorially, "if I'm not mistaken, it seems Henry might be rather taken 
with her." 


She raises an eyebrow. "She's not a pirate, is she?" 


"Fortunately not. She might even be able to keep the boy on land, if you're lucky." 


"And you?" she says then, reaching to brush her thumb along his cheekbone. "How long are you 
staying this time?" 


Jack leans into her touch, turning to press a kiss into her palm. "I believe that's up to you and dear 
William," he says, heart quivering like a sparrow's wings inside his chest. 


And the name, like sea-spray in his mouth, recalls traces of the man he once was, and a whisper of 
a future of which he still cannot conceive; but the fear of his own longing, and of every decision 
he's made, are all but erased by the silent forgiveness in the full bloom of her smile. 
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